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Pre-Colonial kingdoms in Sub-Saharan Africa were many, and were organized in unique
ways. The old Empires of Ethiopia and Mali were selected for this research because of
their antiquity and for their contrasts: Ethiopia was an official Christian Empire for about
two millennia, while Mali was the quintessential Sub-Saharan Islamic kingdom. Also,
both empires possessed documentation written by traditional Africans, in the form of
ancient indigenous manuscripts, which predate the colonial period (i.e., the coming of
Europeans) by several centuries. In addition, the research analyzes work that has been
done by historians and other academics, and incorporates the reports of ancient Arabs
traveling in the region. Effort has been made to show how such work can be done from a
Geographer’s point of view. Not only that, but the research includes the very important
and unique perspective of an African academic’s vantage point. That is, the viewpoint of
an African Historical Geographer, as it were, “from the inside looking out”. This research
is important because until fairly recently historical accounts given by Europeans or
Westerners of non-European societies have been tainted with a Western bias; this
research shows that Sub-Saharan Africa did indeed have great civilizations during the
Pre-Colonial Era (i.e., the period prior to European colonization in 1884).
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

Spatial decisions have always been made by humans. The word spatial itself is anything
that has to do with the space something occupies on the ground and the interactions
between different places. These kinds of decisions have included both complex and
simple ones, ranging from the locations of cities themselves, and the reasons for those
locations, to the various institutions and amenities located within them (Mabogunje,
1968).

This spatial decision-making is not unique to just Westerners; native peoples worldwide
are rational people who have made similar decisions concerning the locations of housing,
marketplaces, palaces, institutions, and various monuments, including religious edifices,
for centuries. In fact, some of their decision-making efforts are still evident on the
landscape today in the form of pyramids, temples, great walls, and other great buildings,
which modern tourists routinely spend enormous amounts of money and time to go see,
and marvel over, worldwide.

These features constructed by humans (as was found in pre-colonial empires of Ethiopia
and Mali) that formed part of the visible environment are traditionally referred to as the
“Cultural Landscape”, by human geographers (Fouberg, Murphy & de Blij, 2015;
Johnston, et. al., 2009; Rubenstein, 2020; and Stoddard, Wishart & Blouet, 1989).
Johnston, et. al (2009), quoting an earlier work by Sauer (1925), stated that the cultural
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landscape is fashioned from a natural landscape by a culture group: culture is the agent,
the natural area the medium, the cultural landscape the result.

Also important to the study of Geography is the idea of spatial interaction between
peoples who live in various locations. This interaction usually shows up on the landscape
in the form of trade linkages between various towns and cities (and even kingdoms), and
also in the form of pilgrimages / patronage of religious sites, as discussed in this
dissertation. According to Fouberg & Murphy (2020), spatial interaction between places
depends on the distances between places (the measured physical space), the accessibility
of places (the ease of reaching one location from another), and the transportation and
communication connectivity among places (the degree of linkage between locations in a
network).

Abler, Adams & Gould (1971), in their book, “Spatial Organization: The Geographer’s
View of the World”, described how human-built features are located or organized on the
landscape, and the processes that lead to them. In using the term, “Spatial Organization”,
the authors were placing under a general umbrella, as it were, all human endeavors that
can be studied on the landscape. They explain that the interest in distributions is always
focused on spatial structures and the processes which produce them (p.88). And so, the
totality of these various decisions, and the spatial interactions that lead to the observable
cultural landscape are what some Geographers have termed, Spatial Organization (Abler,
Adams & Gould, 1971; Mabogunje, 1968).

3
In this current dissertation research, a similar point of view has been adopted. “Spatial
Organization” here, is interpreted to mean the human elements that were observable on
the landscapes of the Empires of Ethiopia and Mali in pre-colonial times, and the various
spatial interactions, and the spatial decision-making processes that led to them. In this
research, these of necessity include, the political structures implemented (and how they
made an imprint on the landscape), the economic / trade networks (including the goods
that were traded and with whom), and the patterns of distribution of religious edifices.
Here, an attempt is made to go beyond a spatial organization that answers “where” and
“what was where” (in pre-colonial times), to “when it was there” and “why it was there”,
as explained in the Research Objectives and Methodologies section.

Regarding what a kingdom or an empire is, Evers & West (2011), describe a kingdom as
a piece of land that is ruled by a king or a queen. The Oxford Dictionary (2021) defines
an empire as an extensive group of states or countries under a single supreme authority,
formerly especially an emperor or empress. The two kingdoms / empires under
consideration in this dissertation, Ethiopia and Mali, very much fit the bill of both
definitions, as they were headed by emperors / empresses who had extensive power over
a vast region, which frequently included the realms of subsidiary monarchs (Davidson,
1986).
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Time Frame
As a definition, the time frame considered as “Pre-Colonial Africa” is usually recognized
in the literature as any time before the Berlin Conference of 1884, which enabled the
official colonization of Africa by Europeans (Attoh, 2010; Davidson, 1984; Mazrui,
1986; McEvedy, 1980). Occasionally, a different time frame is used by academics; that
is, the period before the 16th century, before the trans-Atlantic slavery began. Until the
Berlin Conference, however, European influence was very limited then in most African
kingdoms, and mostly restricted to coastal areas (Davidson, 1984; Mazrui, 1986). For
this reason, many historians prefer to use 1884 as the official starting point of the
“Colonial Era”, because it was after the Berlin Conference that European influence in
Africa became pervasive, resulting in the loss of African political sovereignty and
independence on virtually the entire continent. Adopting that definition, then, it is
assumed that everything that happened on the continent prior to 1884 can be considered
“Pre-Colonial”.

Study Area
This research focuses on the similarities and differences between two great Sub-Saharan
African kingdoms, Ethiopia (also sometimes referred to as Aksum / Axum, in ancient
times) and Mali. Even though Ethiopia was actually never colonized by Europeans
(although Italy briefly occupied the country for 6 years during the 20th century), it too,
like Mali, had an old monarchy that no longer exists. And so, the two empires were
selected mainly because they provide a very good contrast: while Ethiopia was an official
Christian Empire for about two millennia, Mali was the quintessential Sub-Saharan
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Islamic kingdom. In addition, Ethiopia was an East African empire, with cultural traits
and political organization that were different from what existed in Mali, in West Africa.
But the two empires also had similarities, which are also explored in this research. For
example, the two empires were both large in size. At its zenith, around 1300 A.D., Mali
was vast, and covered an area that encompasses significant portions of the present-day
countries of Mali, Mauritania, Senegal and the Gambia, and smaller portions of northern
Burkina Faso, western Niger, Guinea, and the Ivory Coast (Figure 1.1, below).
Altogether, the empire included more than 500,000 square miles (Smithsonian Museum,
Washington, D.C., 2015).

Figure 1.1: The Extent of the Empire of Mali around 1350 A.D. As seen on the map,
the empire was extensive, covering at least in part, or in some cases, the whole area
of the modern states outlined. A few of the pre-colonial cities of that time are also
shown.
Source: Mali Empire – Wikipedia File: Mali Empire Map -.PNG - Wikimedia Commons

6
On the other hand, depending on the time period, Ethiopia was larger than, or at least
about the same size as, the present-day country (Figure 1.2, below). Further, both
empires were ruled by Emperors (and also Queens, in the case of Ethiopia). They were
also ancient; Mali was founded in the 13th century, while Ethiopia’s royal heritage can be
traced as far back as 3000 years.

Figure 1.2: Early Kingdoms in Sub-Saharan Africa, showing the approximate
locations and dates of existence of the Old Empires of Mali and Ethiopia (also
called Abyssinia). Source: Redrawn from Stock (2013).
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Both empires similarly had impressive spatial interactions with other parts of the world
during their time. For example, Ethiopia had early and regular interactions with
Southwest Asia (the Middle East) and Europe, well before the first Europeans visited
Africa (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996). And Mali regularly interacted with the Arab World
and Mediterranean Europe through the trans-Saharan trade. Furthermore, even though
there were many other pre-colonial African kingdoms (Figure 1.2), Ethiopia and Mali
have the important distinction of being two of the few kingdoms in the entire continent
that possessed ancient indigenous manuscripts. These documentations / indigenous
writings by traditional Africans predate the colonial period (or the coming of Europeans)
by several centuries. The manuscripts (specifically those that have been translated into
English) were invaluable in carrying out this research, and they are explained further in
the subsequent chapters.

Need for the Study
This research is important because the continent of Africa is regarded by many as one of
the principal cradles of human civilization, and over the course of thousands of years the
peoples of Africa developed rich and varied cultures (Davidson, 1984, 1971 and 1959;
Diop, 1974; Mazrui, 1987 and 1986). These cultures gave rise to many great pre-colonial
political empires, including Egypt, Kush, Nubia, Aksum, Ethiopia, Ghana, Mali, Songhai,
Benin, the Great Zimbabwe, Zulu, Ashanti and many others (Attoh, 2010; Davidson,
1971; McEvedy, 1980; and Niane, 1965). Many of these African empires were
international centers of learning (Figure 1.3, below), drawing scholars from as far away
as the Middle East, across the Trans-Saharan trade routes (Niane, 1965). A prime
example of such is the city of Timbuktu, which was the center of scholarship in the
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ancient Kingdom of Mali, where scholars have recently discovered thousands of African
manuscripts, many centuries old, buried there in the desert sands (The Lost Libraries,
BBC, 2009). The then Empire of Mali was so prosperous that historians tell of a
pilgrimage that one of its rulers, Mansa Musa, took to Mecca in 1324: on his way, he
distributed so much gold during his visit to Cairo that the world price for gold (then the
international currency) was devalued for 12 years (Wisniewski, 1992).

Figure 1.3: Pre-colonial Mosque in Jenne, Mali, which also doubled as a
pre-colonial school.
Source: http://msmonterossosfacebookpage.wikispaces.com/Mansa+Musa
Despite its ancient historical prowess in many areas of civilization, and its advanced
cultural development, Africa is the least studied of all the 6 habitable continents,
especially here in the West, according to Geographers Kalipeni, Oppong and OforiAmoah (2003). Academic studies on pre-colonial Africa’s contribution to the world are
few (Browder, 1992). Moreover, the little that was presented about the continent in the
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West, especially prior to the late 20th century, has long been dominated by
misinformation (Comaroff & Comaroff, 1991). An example of such gross
misinformation occurred in the travel narratives of one of the most famous women
travelers to Africa during the 19th century. Mary Kingsley was well-known for her
ethnographic studies, and in her travels through Gabon, among the Fang Ethnicity (whom
she refers to as the “Fan”) she states: “…I was too frightened to go into the forest that
afternoon, because on the previous afternoon I had been stalked as a wild beast by a
cannibal savage, and I am nervous” (Kingsley, 1897, p. 197). According to Romero
(1992), Kingsley’s account of cannibalism was false, as the Fang, like the other peoples
of Africa, did not practice it. Unfortunately, many Westerners who had not had the
opportunity to visit Africa usually took such accounts at their face value, without
questioning. Other racist accounts include that of Henry Stanley who journeyed in Africa
in 1878, and wrote such books as, Through the Dark Continent (1878) and In the Darkest
Africa (1890). At the end of his journey, Stanley had thanked God for His guidance and
protection in piercing the “dark continent” (Yeboah, 2010).

Browder (1992, pp. 17-18) has recorded in his book, Nile Valley Contributions to
Civilization, several examples of odious comments that were made concerning Africa in
the past by various prominent Westerners, including academics. Here are examples:
“When we classify mankind by color, the only one of the primary races which has not
made a creative contribution to any of our twenty-one civilizations is the black race”
(Arnold J. Toynbee [1889-1975], Historian);
“I am apt to suspect the Negroes to be naturally inferior to the White. There never was a
civilized nation of any complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent either in
action or speculation, no ingenious manufacturers among them, no arts, or sciences”
(David Hume [1711-1776], Philosopher);
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“The study of the Negro is the study of man’s rudimentary mind. He would appear rather
a degeneracy from the civilized man than a savage rising to the first step, were it not for
his total incapacity for improvement” (Richard Burton [1821-1890], Explorer and
Writer);
“I advance it, therefore, as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct
race or made distinct by time or circumstance, are inferior to the whites in the
endowments of both body and mind” (Thomas Jefferson [1743-1826], U.S. President);
“A Black skin means membership in a race of men which has never created a civilization
of any kind. There is something natural in the subordination of an inferior race even to
the point of enslavement of the inferior race …” (John Burgess [1844-1931], Scholar &
Political Scientist, Columbia University).
This relative neglect of the proper study of Africa in Western academic circles has been
due in part to the prejudices that were developed during the era of slavery and
colonization: because Africa was perceived incorrectly in the minds of academics as a
place where no significant cultural history occurred, it did not merit the need to be
studied (Browder, 1992; James, 1954). A cursory look at the great pyramids in Egypt
should have been sufficient to dispel that way of thinking, but academics of the time
where so blinded by racism and prejudice that many even claimed that the Egyptian
civilization was not even African, but a part of the Middle East, even though it was
located right there on the African continent (Davidson, 1984).

Of course, academics and their worldview have matured since colonial times (which is
just a scant 60 years ago, as far as the independence of most African countries go), and so
some of the more erroneous ideas concerning Africa have now been dispelled. Still, as a
result of past historical neglect, there remains a lingering dearth of academic studies,
especially in the discipline of Geography (and even more specifically in Historical
Geography) about pre-colonial Africa.
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This lingering neglect is further evinced by the total absence of African academics in the
well-known, 39-volume Geographers: Biobibliographical Studies, published by the
International Geographical Union (between 1977 and 2021), which lists various persons
worldwide who have contributed important ideas to Geography from ancient times to the
present. This publication excludes all Geography scholars from Sub-Saharan Africa.
The only two persons included who should have been considered North Africans, are not
even referred to as Africans: Ibn Battuta (1304-1378), an ethnic Berber from Morocco,
who is well-known for his world-wide travels, is classified as an “Arab”; and
Eratosthenes (ca. 276-194 B.C.), famous for his calculation of the circumference of the
earth (and who was born, lived, worked and died in Africa) is classified as a “Greek”
(because his parents were), and so by the ethnic classification used (which shows that this
is common practice even among today’s Western academics) the publication effectively
excludes all Africans.

Unfortunately, there is something more insidious here than a mere misclassification of
peoples: the credit for a lot of pre-colonial indigenous / native African ideas has over the
course of history been routinely “given to others” (Browder, 1992; James, 1954), and this
has had the effect of portraying Africa as a place of “no ideas”. Using the example of
Eratosthenes, regardless of whether his heritage be African or Greek, there is still the
question of the origin of his ideas. Well, were his ideas African or Greek? One is apt to
say “African” because he served as the Director of the Library of Alexandria in Egypt,
which at the time was famous across the known world as the most prestigious library, or
repository of knowledge, in existence. The library is said to have contained a copy of
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every scroll known to humankind (Browder, 1992). And as director, it is evident that he
would have had access to a lot of Ancient Egyptian scientific knowledge and
documentation. In fact, Browder (1992) and James (1954) have stated that Eratosthenes
actually re-discovered the formula for measuring the circumference of the earth after
stumbling upon an ancient document taken from Syene (Aswan) in Upper Egypt.
Therefore, feasibly, his ideas concerning the calculation of the earth’s circumference
were borrowed from the ancient knowledge of Africa, in Egypt. If this is the case, then
we have another major instance of the credit for pre-colonial African knowledge being
“given to others”.

Research Objectives and Methodology
This research emphasizes the political systems of Old Ethiopia and Mali. And even
though political systems are just one aspect of a society’s culture, the type adopted by any
society (whether centralized or decentralized) usually has noticeable effects on the way
that society is organized and on how it functions. In centralized societies (where there
was a king or queen in an organized empire), the main palace was usually located in the
capital city, even though there may have been additional palaces located elsewhere
(Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996). Decentralized societies on the other hand, are those that
exist without a central government, and are mostly ruled by kinship and smaller clans
(Grove, 1993).
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And so, this research shows how African kingdoms and civilizations were organized and
functioned before the coming of Europeans. Specifically, the overall objective of the
research is to identify the similarities and differences in the spatial organization and
operation of the pre-colonial empires of Ethiopia and Mali. To achieve this objective,
several societal and cultural characteristics, and their geographic expressions, were
studied in both Ethiopia and Mali. These include:
•

The nature of the centralized governments in existence in both empires during
pre-colonial times; that is, how the political systems were organized,
especially spatially (including emperors, kings, queens, other important
members of the royal court).

•

The spatial organization and functions of the capital (and other) cities used as
the center of government in both empires in pre-colonial times.

•

Comparing and contrasting the cultural landscapes (the human imprint) in
each kingdom, including their modes of livelihood and economic
organization.

•

The influence of Judaism, and later Christianity, as spatial diffusions in the
development of Ethiopian society.

•

The influence of Islam in Malian society, including an account of its diffusion
there.

•

The expression of gender issues in both societies, including the involvement
of women in government affairs, and the role of women in both societies, in
general.
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•

Various forms of indigenous African education in both Empires, including
the traditional recording of history with the use of indigenous writing and
manuscripts, and oral history.

•

The spatial interaction of both empires with the outside world in the form of
travel, trade, academic scholarship, and so on, and the influence that both
empires had on the places with which they interacted.

•

Other significant similar (or different) cultural traits that were discovered,
between the East and West African Empires, while researching archival
information.

• Additionally, in other to further achieve the goals stated above, the classical
theories of Johann Heinrich von Thünen (The Isolated State, 1826, also
known as the von Thünen Model) and that of Walter Christaller (Central
Places in Southern Germany, 1933, commonly known as the Central Place
Theory) were applied.

• The above 2 theories were applied in an attempt to find out to what extent the
location of facilities and the distances that goods were traded were related to
the sizes of cities and the types of goods traded, in the pre-colonial empires of
Ethiopia and Mali. For instance, did distance (or in the words of von Thünen,
transportation costs) have an effect on the types of goods traded and where?
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Data Sources
To answer the above questions, the methodology of historical geography was used. This
included immersion in various sources, including ancient original African manuscripts
from the empires of Ethiopia and Mali (that have been translated into English), oral
histories, and other existing documentation dealing with space, environment, and cultural
landscapes for the two empires, as listed under the literature review. It also includes
writing an explanatory narrative (illustrated by maps) that contains its own conclusions
throughout.

In addition, to collect information concerning the distances between pre-colonial cities
(and their various facilities) Google software was utilized to determine the spacing
between them (i.e., travel distances) in miles. This was done in an attempt to see if a
pattern would emerge in the distribution and rank sizes of pre-colonial cities. However,
the use of Google was only applicable in the chapter on Ethiopia. For the Mali chapter,
the distances between cities were obtained with the aid the map’s graphic scale; it was
impossible to use Google, because a lot of the ancient cities under consideration no
longer exist, and Google software only maps routes between currently existing cities.

According to Sauer (1963) the historical geographer “needs the ability to see the land
with the eyes of its former occupants, from the standpoint of their needs and capacities”
(p. 362), which is a goal to aspire to. Hall (1982) states that historical geography tends to
be more descriptive and qualitative, because one is studying a landscape where
everything is in the past and data are very limited, unlike in the more science-based
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geographical studies. He further states that the fundamental differences between the
sources at the disposal of the historical geographer and those available for the study of
the present obliges the historical geographer to make certain methodological concessions
– surveys, for example, cannot be conducted, and evidence is often patchy.

Dickson (1972), in his study, Historical Geography in Africa, states that as far as Africa
is concerned in particular, the problem is not so much a scarcity of source materials (as
they are plentiful), but that they are scattered in a number of countries’ archives. I
encountered the same difficulty and situation with my study of Ethiopia and Mali.

It is extremely important to note that aside from Ancient Egypt (which had an indigenous
written record known as hieroglyphics), Ethiopia and Mali also stand out as some of the
few pre-colonial countries in Africa that had their own traditional written script. And so,
while it is true that most of the continent had mostly oral history, it is false to assume that
other than Egypt, that pre-colonial Africa had no written history or records.

Ethiopian manuscripts used in this dissertation were mostly written in the ancient
traditional Ge’ez (or Ethiopic) writing script, developed wholly by indigenous Africans,
over two thousand years ago (Bekerie, 1997; Facts on File, 1997; and Yeboah, 2010).
Therefore, written records in Ethiopia are among Africa’s oldest. Most indigenous
manuscripts in Mali were written in Arabic (because of the influence of Islam). Also,
Ethiopia was a Christian country for about 2000 years; therefore, the use of human
images in ancient manuscripts was encouraged (Christianity does not forbid the
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expression of art in the form of human images). This contrasts greatly with the ancient
manuscripts that were kept in Islamic Mali; in Islam, human images are forbidden (they
are considered idolatry). Therefore, the indigenous manuscripts in Mali are devoid of the
images of kings or queens (however, non-human images like the position of the stars,
floral and geometric images, and so on, were allowed), as shown in Figures 1.4 and 1.5,
below. And because it was very popular in Old Ethiopia to use human images and
vibrant color in manuscripts, it made the works translated from ancient Ethiopian
manuscripts comparatively more exciting to read. Also, Ethiopian manuscripts are older;
some are over 2000 years old, while in Mali they are about 1000 years old.

Figure 1.4: Ethiopian vs. Malian Manuscripts.
Ethiopian Manuscript, in original Ge’ez or Ethiopic.
Source: SchoyenCollection.com
Lastly, even though Mali and Songhai (sometimes spelled ‘Songhay’) were two separate
empires, the accounts in their manuscripts do tend to overlap to some extent, because
both empires were successively in charge of the famous city of Timbuktu (first, Mali and
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then Songhai). And they occupied similar locations (Figure 1.2, above), even
overlapping in some time periods. And so, this narrative will occasionally mention
Songhai as well.

Figure 1.5: Ethiopian vs. Malian Manuscripts.
Malian Manuscripts in Arabic.
Source: BBC.com - The Lost Libraries of Timbuktu

This dissertation is organized into five chapters: the first of which is this introduction.
This is followed by Chapter 2, the Conceptual Framework and the Review of Literature.
Chapter 3 explains the Pre-colonial organization of the Ethiopian Empire, while chapter 4
does the same for the Mali Empire. The final chapter concludes with a summary of the
similarities and differences found in the spatial structures and functions in each empire.
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CHAPTER 2: Conceptual Framework and Review of the Literature

The vast majority of work concerning pre-colonial Africa has been done by historians;
however, the very few previous geographers who have done such work are highlighted in
this review. To show how uncommon this research is, at the American Association of
Geographers (AAG), which is the largest association of geographers worldwide, it has
been difficult to locate current geographers (either from Africa or elsewhere) whose focus
is on pre-colonial Africa. Most geographers who do work on Africa are concerned with
more contemporary issues. They tend to focus on the dysfunctions that currently exist in
many parts of the continent, which are mainly a result of Africa’s negative colonial
experience. However, by focusing research mostly on Africa since the coming of
Europeans, geographers are re-enforcing (unconsciously), the age-old Eurocentric and
negative stereotype that Africa had “nothing” worth studying before Europeans arrived
on the continent.

In fact, a review of the topics of past dissertations completed within the Geography
Program here at UNL within that last 100 years, reveals that no researcher (whether in
Physical or Human Geography) has completed a geographical study on Pre-Colonial
Africa. And so, this research has the potential of filling the glaring gap in scholarship
that has been left untouched by generations of geographers.

20
While historians have completed significant research on the empires and kingdoms of
pre-colonial Africa, and their work is important as background to this study, it is time to
bring a geographer’s perspective to the existing body of work, one which focuses on the
spatial aspects of the organization and operation of pre-colonial African kingdoms.
Additionally, this research also includes an appraisal of the cultural landscapes of both
kingdoms (Ethiopia and Mali), their physical geographies, and the rhythms of everyday
life of those long-ago residents.

A Case for Historical Geography
Richard Hartshorne, in his book, Perspective on the Nature of Geography, published in
1959, stated the need and justification for just this type of geographical research, in other
words, Historical Geography. He stated that, “the conclusion that geography must use
historical materials in order to explain the presence and character of existing features has
been almost universally recognized” (p. 83). Hartshorne added that, “Geographers also
agree…that the geography of any past period…is a form of geography essentially similar
to what we commonly study, save for its dependence on historical records for its primary
description” (p.101). Further arguing for the validity of the field of Historical
Geography, he stated that in such research, we have a situation where differences from
place to place are changing over time. And that as long as the research is “focused on the
changing character and relationships of a feature considered as part of the total geography
of the area, its geographic character is clear” (p. 103). Lastly, Hartshorne stated that
“recorded descriptions of earlier observers provide us with materials which, combined
with present observations of features known to have remained essentially unchanged,

21
enable us to look at the geography of an earlier historical time as though it were the
present” (p. 107). In addition, David Wishart, in the Journal of Historical Geography
(1997) stated that “there is no epistemological basis at all for separating history and
historical geography, only different emphases, and even these have converged in recent
years as historians have been attracted to traditional geographic concerns such as
environment and space” (p. 112).

And so based on the foregoing descriptions made by earlier geographers, such as
Hartshorne, and by current geographers such as Wishart, this present research which
studies the spatial organization of the Pre-Colonial Empires of Ethiopia and Mali, and
which will be utilizing documents earlier recorded by historians and contemporary
Africans and travelers of that time, falls right within the scope of what is considered
Historical Geography.

Furthermore, Wishart (1997) also stated “that no one else, even someone who had read
exactly the same primary sources, would [produce] the same narrative” (p. 112). And so,
even though many historians have done work on the pre-colonial empires of Mali and
Ethiopia, based on Wishart’s statements, a geographer is fully able to organize the same
information, in a different way, stressing spatial patterns, ecological relationships, and
cultural landscapes, and that in itself is a legitimate reason for researching this topic.
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Relevant Theories and Ideas
The major goal of this current research is to explain the various spatial organizations that
existed in the pre-colonial Empires of Ethiopia and Mali. In order to help achieve this,
one of the things to investigate is to determine to what extent pre-colonial cities in those
empires, and the services they provided showed any regularity in the way they were
located. These services include those of political administration (in the case of palaces),
economic (in the case of markets) and social services (churches or mosques, which
sometimes doubled as pre-colonial schools). Of a necessity, economy includes the trade
networks that criss-crossed each empire, and the various goods traded and the locations
they came from and their destinations.

One of the major geographical theories that explain how and why cities and services are
arranged the way they are on the landscape, and the relationship they have to their
hinterlands (in other words, spatial organization), was that of Walter Christaller. In his
work, Central Places in Southern Germany (1933) also, commonly known as the Central
Place Theory, Christaller asked, “are there laws which determine the number, sizes and
distribution of towns?” (Central Places in Southern Germany, Translated by Baskin,
1966, p, 1). His Central Place Theory was his attempt to answer that question.

Christaller designated cities as ‘central places’, and explained that those places which
have central functions that extend over a larger region, in which central places of less
importance exist, are called ‘central places of a higher order’. While those which have
only local importance for the immediate vicinity are called, correspondingly, ‘central
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places of a lower order’ and ‘central places of the lowest order’ (Translation by Baskin,
1966, p. 17). In addition, Christaller referred to goods and services offered at such
central places as ‘central goods and central services’. These according to him, are
produced and offered at a few necessarily central points in order to be consumed at many
scattered points. Here, he also made a distinction between central goods of a higher
order, which are produced and offered at central places of a higher order, and central
goods of a lower order, which are produced and offered at central places of a lower order
(p. 19). One expects that pre-colonial African kingdoms also may have provided services
and located cities similarly to what has been described. However, as we shall see, some
African cities were probably based on long distance trade, and not based on providing
goods and services to a surrounding area or hinterland.

Christaller began his theory with the assumption of an ‘isotropic plain’, which is the
simplest imaginary landscape where transportation costs were determined by a straightline distance (Bergman & Renwick, 2008). He asked how cities would be distributed and
what would the pattern of their hinterlands be, if cities served as convenient centers for
exchange and other services across this isotropic plain. Here, his model has three
requirements: 1) the hinterlands (areas around the central place or market) must divide
the space completely, so that every point is inside the hinterland of some market; 2) all
markets’ hinterlands must be of uniform shape and size; 3) within each market region, the
distance from the central place to the farthest peripheral region must be minimal
(Bergman & Renwick, 2008).

24
The only pattern that fulfills these three requirements is that of hexagons (Figure 2.1,
below), which according to Christaller is determined by the ‘range’ of a good. By range,
he meant the furthest distance the dispersed population is willing to go in order to buy a
good offered at a central place. He explained further that every good has a special
characteristic range, and that this range may be different in each case, at each central
place, and also at every point in time (Translation by Baskin, 1966, p. 22).

Figure 2.1: The urban hierarchy as formulated by Walter Christaller (1933).
Source: Bergman and Renwick (2008, p. 401).
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The idea of Central Place Theory, especially as it relates to the distribution of precolonial cities and the services they provided is applied in the subsequent chapters of this
dissertation, where the empires of Ethiopia and Mali are described. This is a relatively
new way of looking at those empires, as little geographical work on the state of precolonial cities in Ethiopia and Mali has been done.

On the African continent, one of the few geographers who has done significant research
on pre-colonial Africa is the eminent African Geographer, Akin Mabogunje of the
University of Ibadan, Nigeria (now retired). Mabogunje did a lot of work especially on
pre-colonial cities in Nigeria, in his book, Urbanization in Nigeria (1968). His research
focused on how pre-colonial cities were organized and functioned, and the underlying
factors that led to their unique designs and landscapes.

As part of his research, Mabogunje applied Central Place Theory to his research. He
noted that pre-colonial West African cities, particularly those in Yorubaland and
Hausaland (in western and northern Nigeria, respectively) were actually spaced rather
regularly on the landscape. In Nigeria, cities are defined as settlements having at least
5,000 people. However, some of the cities in Yorubaland were so large in pre-European
times that in the case of Ibadan City, there were upwards of 100,000 residents in it, as far
back as the 1850s (Mabogunje, 1968, p. 91).

26
In Hausaland, Mabogunje noted that in places of high population densities, relatively
smaller cities were spaced closer, with an average of 8 to 12 miles between them. While
for higher order settlements in places of high population densities, the interval between
larger cities was wider, between 32 to 67 miles. Further, he explained that in areas of
lower population densities, the distances between major settlements were even greater,
albeit still regular, between 110 and 134 miles (pp. 69 & 71).

Mabogunje noted that the intervals between pre-colonial Yoruba cities were 30 to 50
miles, and that even today, there is no evidence of a shift in the location of major Yoruba
towns, as some historical towns have been known to do (p. 102). By this, Mabogunje
meant that spatial arrangements of the cities in western Nigeria today have not varied
since pre-colonial times. He added importantly, that rank size applied to pre-colonial
Yoruba markets as well. He stated that smaller markets met daily, while larger markets
that drew people from other cities or from other kingdoms tended to be periodic markets,
that met every 4 days, 7 days or 16 days, depending on their size (p. 277).

Finally, Mabogunje stated that the size and spacing particularly of northern Nigerian
cities emphasizes the existence of an urban hierarchy in the pre-European period. This
hierarchy reflected the prevailing economic conditions and dependence on animate means
of transport, such as camels, donkeys, and human beings. When these conditions were
drastically altered during the era of colonial administration, significant departures from
the patterns existing until the 19th century occurred (Mabogunje, 1968, p. 71).
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Judging by Mabogunje’s findings, one can only surmise that pre-colonial peoples indeed
were rational in the siting of their cities and facilities. This is why it felt rather exciting
to attempt it for the pre-colonial kingdoms of Ethiopia and Mali, since as noted
previously, that era has been left relatively unstudied by geographers.

Another cogent geographical theory that can help to explain the spatial organization of
pre-colonial Ethiopia and Mali is the classical work of Johann Heinrich von Thünen (The
Isolated State, 1826, also known as the von Thünen Model). Von Thünen was concerned
with agricultural intensities and with the locations of crop zones across any countryside;
he was one of the first to postulate the idea of an isotropic plain, which was an imaginary
city market in a perfectly flat plain with no variations in it (Renwick & Bergman, 2008).
Specifically, von Thünen asked “what pattern of cultivation would take shape in [an
isotropic plain], and how will the farming system of the different districts be affected by
their distance from the Town?” (The Isolated State, Translated by Wartenberg, 1966, p.
8). He went on to say that it was obvious that products which were heavy or bulky in
relation to their value would be grown near the Town, because they would be very
expensive to transport, and so remoter districts would not be able to supply them. Von
Thünen added that highly perishable products, which must be used quickly would be
found near the Town. And that with increasing distance from the Town, the land will
progressively be given up to products cheap to transport in relation to their value. For this
reason alone, he stated, fairly sharply differentiated concentric rings or belts will form
around the Town, each with its own particular staple product (The Isolated State,
Translated by Wartenberg, 1966, p. 8). Also, see Figure 2.2, below.
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Figure 2.2. The rings of agricultural production as envisaged
by von Thünen (1826).
Source: Rubenstein (2020), p. 337.

Concerning the von Thünen Model, Mabogunje (1968) analyzed the situation in Lagos,
Nigeria and corroborated what von Thünen (1826) had stated long ago, that perishable
and bulky products are difficult to transport over a long distance and so tended to be
located and traded closer to their sources of origin. But non-perishable products like
grains, dried fish and groundnut oil were transported all the way from northern Nigeria,
to be traded in Lagos, in the south (p. 279)
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Von Thünen’s theory was incorporated into this dissertation research because an attempt
is made to see if it indeed sufficiently explains the trade networks that existed (and the
goods traded) in pre-colonial times in Ethiopia and Mali. Trade must have been based on
the complementarity of goods existing between the empire’s cities or regions. According
to Edward Ullman (quoted in Abler, Adams & Gould, 1971), complementarity exists
when there is demand in one place and supply at another. In fact, Abler, et. al. (1971)
note that complementarity is so important as a basis for spatial interaction that many very
low value bulk commodities can move many thousands of miles if complementarity
conditions are properly met (p. 194).

If that situation be the case (as described by Abler, et. al., 1971), it would be in contrast
to what was stated by von Thünen. As is discussed in more detail in the subsequent
chapters of this dissertation, this would explain the transport of bulky salt and gold across
the deserts of Ethiopia and Mali.

Concerning pre-European political organization, Mabogunje (1968) noted that many
kingdoms in Nigeria were city-states, and in many cases, these pre-colonial African cities
also had impressive city walls or at least palace walls (Figure 2.3, below). Therefore, one
of the noticeable ways in which a political system makes its physical mark on the cultural
landscape is that in a centralized society (that is, one with a central government, and ruled
by a monarch), there is an obvious presence of a city wall, and of a palace, around which
many buildings and activities were designed in pre-colonial Africa. In centralized precolonial African societies, a central market was usually built in close proximity to the
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palace, in addition to the temple (for traditional worship) or in the alternative, the main
mosque (if the residents are converts to Islam), and these three major locations (the
palace, market and religious edifice) were the main centers of activity in those kingdoms
or, in some cases, city-states (Mabogunje, 1968, p. 97). Mabogunje’s work focused on
Nigeria where the two dominant pre-European religions were Ethnic religions and Islam.
Ethnic religions are those whose distributions tend to be limited to a specific ethnicity
and / or location (Rubenstein, 2020). In other locations like Ethiopia, the religious
edifice near the palace is usually a Christian church, as noted by Pankhurst & Gérard
(1996).

Figure 2.3: The walls of the Old City of Kano, in Northern Nigeria, showing the
gate which was the main entrance into the city in pre-colonial times. Today, the
modern city of Kano boasts over 2 million people (according to the official
Nigerian census) and has expanded beyond the limits of the original walls, to
include numerous skyscrapers. The author of this dissertation lived in
Northern Nigeria, including Kano, for a few years.
Source:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kano_Emir_Palace_Entrance_Kano_State
_Nigeria.jpg
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Another one of Mabogunje’s works which was utilized in this research is contained in the
book, History of West Africa, Volume One (1985). The book is an anthology of various
Africa researchers in multiple fields of study, and his contribution (done in conjunction
with Africanist Geographer, Paul Richards) is entitled, “Land and people – models of
spatial and ecological processes in West African History”. In it, Mabogunje and
Richards (1985), quoting the earlier work of French historian and historical geographer,
Lucien Febvre (1973), asserted that ‘state’ as a tightly-bounded geographical allembracing entity, is a modern conception. And that the notion of national boundaries can
be traced to the French Revolution which made subjects, vassals and members of
restricted communities into the body of citizens of one and the same state. However,
Mabogunje and Richards (1985), also stated that even if Africans do not accept that the
modern state’s geographical realization was specifically the result of the French
Revolution, Febvre’s argument was a useful warning to not view early states and empires
only from the standpoint of more recent models (p. 6).

Another geographer who has done substantial research on pre-colonial Africa is Edward
Soja. Soja, in an early work, The Political Organization of Space (1971), was indeed one
of the first geographers to assert that there is a Western bias to the way political space is
perceived and actualized, which was not the same way in which native societies around
the world saw space. As earlier noted, this idea was corroborated by Febvre (1973), and
by Mabogunje and Richards (1985). That is, whereas Western boundaries tended to be
exact and rigid, traditional boundaries were more flexible. In fact, the boundaries of
traditional African empires tended to be rounder, and also frequently overlapped with the
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boundaries of their neighbors. As an example, compare Figure 1.2 (above), showing the
boundaries of early African kingdoms, to the rigid and superimposed boundaries created
at the Berlin Conference in 1884, shown in Figure 2.4 (below).

Figure 2.4: Colonialism in Africa. This map shows the rigid boundary
lines of African countries, which were later derived from the colonial ones
(as opposed to pre-colonial boundaries which tended to be more roundish
and even overlapped between empires, as previously shown in Figure 1.2).
Source: http://exploringafrica.matrix.msu.edu/
students/curriculum/m10/activity3.php
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The boundaries for African countries that were created by Westerners in 1884 were
superimposed on top of previously existing powerful kingdoms and ethnicities, and this
has led to innumerable conflicts (Davidson, 1984; Mazrui, 1986; and Soja, 1971). Citing
research that has been done among the Tiv ethnicity of Nigeria, Soja (1971) argued that
terrestrial space in traditional societies was flexibly organized and constantly changing,
with socio-political boundaries sliding and shifting over space in response to altered
situations like wars, population growth, migration and innovation. In other words, in precolonial times, there was a “social definition of territory, rather than a territorial
definition of society” (p. 13).

Mabogunje and Richards (1985), continue with their assertion that “having a boundary is
not necessarily the most important spatial characteristic either of ethnic group or the
state”, and that “political organization is as much a matter of networks and connectivity
as of boundaries and territoriality” (p. 9). This viewpoint proves that trade networks
covered and studied in this dissertation research, for example, the Trans-Saharan trade
that connected the Empire of Mali to the outside world, are an important geographical
topic.

Mabogunje and Richards (1985) further explain that it is appropriate in some cases to
draw historical maps of West African peoples and polities as networks, “that is, maps
representing nodes of political and economic power connected by ties of trade, tribute,
patronage, clientship and migration”. Further, they state that “politics may have been as
much concerned with establishing, maintaining or expanding such networks as with the
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definition and defense of boundaries” (p. 9). This view helps us to understand why
economy and politics in both the Ethiopian and Mali Empires were so intertwined, so that
the two aspects were almost indistinguishable, because the monarchs who ruled Ethiopia
and Mali were very intimately involved in trade, especially the trade in gold. This
discussion is further expanded upon in Chapters 3 and 4.

Another African who has done major work in historical geography in Africa is the
Ghanaian geographer, Kwamina Dickson. His work was mainly on Ghana. In his book,
A Historical Geography of Ghana (1969), Dickson wrote a geographical study using
maps and other geographical data showing how the country of Ghana has evolved over
time (from the earliest times during the Stone Age to the eve of WWII).

Since this research is also concerned with the influence of two major universalizing
religions, Christianity in Ethiopia and Islam in Mali, were studied. Universalizing
religions are those that appeal worldwide, and so tend to spread beyond their original
locations. In addition, the influence of an earlier ethnic religion on Ethiopia, Judaism,
was also studied. David Sopher (1967), in his book, Geography of Religions, explains
that “the land provides a record of religion that is subject to geographic scrutiny” (p. 1).
And so, studying the influence of the aforementioned religions on the cultural landscape
of Ethiopia and Mali constitutes proper geographic enterprise.
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Quoting the work of Horton (1971), Mabogunje and Richards (1985) explained that
participation in regional and world trade was often matched by greater stress on religious
ideas that are global in their applicability, and that this conversion to ‘world religions’
met this conceptual need in West Africa. They further stated that, “it is generally
accepted that the study of socio-economic change cannot ignore ideas and beliefs, and
that belief systems have geographical dimensions” (p. 41).

Sopher’s (1967, p.16) comments concur with the above statement, as he stated that the
geographical condition that permits the development of a truly universalizing religion is
that of a political or commercial empire. According to him, there must be vigorous
cultural flows along many routes, with cultural interchange occurring at many nodes, and
at the major nodes one should find as a result, plural ethnic communities of merchants,
artisans, literati, soldiers and a proletariat (as shown in Figure 2.5, below).

Sources of Information
Bible Geography is a specialty group (called, the BGSG), of the American Association of
Geographers. Geographer William Dando in his book, Geography of the Holy Land:
Perspectives (2005), considers the Bible an excellent source of information for
geographical research. Dando writes that the Bible occasionally sheds light on actual
histories and geographies. He stated that the Bible was:
“…penned thousands of years ago by those belonging to an ancient culture and living in
a complex geopolitical land…from such traditions, it would be unreasonable to expect
the minute precision of a modern historical geographer, urban planner, physical
geographer, or geomorphologist, but it would be equally unreasonable to refuse them any
credence on the grounds that precision is lacking. The Bible is a compendium of…oral
history, myths, legends and literature…” (p.2).
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Figure 2.5: Trans-Saharan Trade Routes in Africa, 200 to 1900 A.D.
Source: Ajayi & Crowder (1985b).
As shown on this map, trade routes have criss-crossed the continent for
centuries, and as can be seen, they extended north to Mediterranean Europe
and Northeast to the Middle East. Their presence must have facilitated the
kinds of “vigorous cultural flows along many routes” that was envisaged by
Sopher (1967), in the narrative above. This exchange would have included
the introduction of Christianity to Ethiopia and Islam to Mali, both
universalizing religions that had their birth in the Middle East.
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And so, both the Old and New Testaments of the Holy Bible have turned out to be a
treasure trove when it comes to ancient history in Ethiopia. Numerous records show that
Ethiopia (also called Sheba) had intense interactions with the Middle East (especially
with Israel), and the ancient Jews who wrote the Old and New Testaments acknowledged
this interaction by mentioning Ethiopia (sometimes also called Cush / Kush) in the Bible
at least 45 times (KJV *). Particularly important are the Bible’s accounts of female
monarchs in Ethiopia (for instance, the Queen of Sheba in the Old Testament). Those
accounts and the various names that Ethiopia has been called in past times, are explained
further in Chapter 3.

Having knowledge concerning the cultural geography of Ethiopia (and especially with
regards to the religion practiced) is extremely important, because over several centuries,
the landscape of Ethiopia was changed with a succession of Christian emperors who
sponsored large construction projects, in the form of state-sponsored churches and
cathedrals. Such discoveries show that pre-colonial Africa is indeed a gold mine when it
comes historical-geographical studies – and one that begs to be studied further.

The situation earlier described by Sopher (1967) where religion, politics and economics
all closely interact and are intertwined, matches what obtained in the old Empires of
Ethiopia and Mali, as revealed over the course of several generations, by the excellent
work of historians, such as Basil Davidson (1998), D.T. Niane (1965), E.A. Wallace
Budge (1922), Ali Mazrui (1987), Nehemia Levtzion (1973), Edward Ullendorff (1956),
J.F. Ade Ajayi (1985), Gus Caseley-Hayford (2012), Ayele Bekerie (1997), Michael
*

King James Version of the Bible, first published in England, in 1611.
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Gomez (2018), and many others. Their work was also utilized as a foundation for this
research.

Concerning the Old Empire of Ethiopia, Edward Ullendorff is well known for his work
on the ancient empires of Aksum and Ethiopia. Particularly important for this
dissertation is his work (1956) on the influence of Judaism on the ancient form of
Christianity that developed in Ethiopia, called Ethiopian Orthodox or Monophysite
Christianity. Monophysite Christianity is so called because of the ancient Ethiopian
belief that Jesus Christ has “one nature” only, as opposed to the traditional and majority
Christian belief that Jesus Christ is fully God and fully man, as noted in the New
Testament book of Colossians, chapter 2 verse 9 (NIV *), which states, “for in Christ all
the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form”. This Monophysite difference as found in
Ethiopia is explained further in Chapter 3. The work of Abba Woldegaber and Mario
Portella, Abyssinian Christianity (2012), was very useful in detailing the religious history
of Ethiopia, from antiquity to the present, and especially as it existed during the reigns of
various monarchs.

Very importantly, E.A. Wallace Budge completed the famous English translation of the
Kebra Nagast in 1922. The Kebra Nagast (meaning, “The Glory of Kings”) is an
excellent compilation of ancient Ethiopian manuscripts written in traditional Ge’ez (or
Ethiopic). Some scholars, like Pankhurst (1996), believe that it was written around the
14th century. However, other scholars think the work may be of even greater antiquity,
perhaps 2000 years old (Bekerie, 1997). It was one of the important primary sources or
*

New International Version of the Holy Bible (1984). Published by The Zondervan Corporation.
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documents consulted for this research. Additionally, the work of Ethiopian academic,
Ayele Bekerie, Ethiopic: An African Writing System (1997), was invaluable, as it
explained the history of the Ethiopic (Ge’ez) writing system and how it was developed
over time in Ethiopia.

Also, an early Ethiopian author named Gälawdewos wrote numerous manuscripts
between 1672-1673, entitled, The life and Struggles of Our Mother Walatta Petros: A
Seventeenth-Century African Biography of an Ethiopian Woman (Translated and Edited
by Wendy Laura Belcher and Michael Kleiner in 2015). This book is considered a
“hagiography”, which basically means the biography of a saint or an ecclesiastical leader.
The book records the life and efforts of Saint Wallata, a female saint in old Ethiopia, how
she sought to spread Christianization, her efforts at convincing errant kings in
maintaining the old “orthodox traditions”, and her persecution as result. The book was
utilized in Chapter 3 in the section explaining the influence and power of women in old
Ethiopia. It is a very important resource, as it is one of the few writings anywhere in the
world that focuses on early female saints, and what makes this one particularly unique is
that is focuses on an African one. It is also considered a primary source, as it is an
English translation of original indigenous Ethiopic manuscripts.

In addition, an ancient book entitled, The Periplus of the Erythræan Sea: Travel and
Trade in the Indian Ocean by a Merchant of the First Century, is used in the chapter on
Ethiopia. The original author is unknown; however, it was translated from the Greek and
annotated by Wilfred H. Schoff in 1912. This book is an excellent compendium of the
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goods that were traded by early Ethiopians, and it also lists the regions that they came
from and places around the world that they were sold to; it is also considered a primary
source.

Further, Henry Salt’s records of travel through Ethiopia (then called Abyssinia),
published in 1814, is used as one of the primary sources (entitled, A Voyage to Abyssinia
and Travels into the Interior of that Country). Also, Richard Pankhurst & Denis Gérard’s
book, Ethiopia photographed: historic photographs of the country and its people taken
between 1867 and 1935 (published in 1996), does an excellent job in describing the
history of Ethiopia in a visual way. It was utilized to show the ways earlier Ethiopians
lived their “everyday lives”.

In the past, many historians and scholars focused on what was regarded in the West, as
the “Lost Cities and Kingdoms of Africa” (Caseley-Hayford, 2012; Davidson, 1971), socalled because their historical existence was largely unknown to many Westerners until
the last 150 years, even though Africans, and the Arabs with whom they constantly
traded, obviously knew about them. Examples of such ancient cities include, Timbuktu,
Jenne and Gao (in Mali), and the ancient cities of Yeha, Gondar, Harar, and Aksum /
Axum (in Ethiopia), to mention a few. For example, Caseley-Hayford (2012) notes in his
book, The Lost Kingdoms of Africa, that in pre-colonial times the Empire of Aksum /
Axum, and whose major city was also named after the empire (as shown earlier on the
map in Figure 1.2), ranked alongside Rome, Persia and China as one of the great four
great world powers.
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Very importantly, in order to lend an indigenous voice to the research on Mali, two very
famous manuscripts or chronicles, also known as the Tarikhs, were utilized. They also
represent some of the primary sources used. They were written by indigenous Africans
from Mali, and are now available in English. These include, the Ta’rikh al-Fattash (The
Timbuktu Chronicles, 1493-1599) by Al Hajj Maḥmūd Katī ibn Mutawakkil Katī
Timbuktī (also known simply as Maḥmūd Katī, he started the work about 1519); and the
Taʼrīkh al-Sūdān (Timbuktu and the Songhay Empire down to 1613), which was written
by ʻAbd al-Raḥmān ibn ʻAbd Allāh Saʻdī (1596-1656?). These 2 Tarikhs chronicle the
reigns of the Kings of Mali and Songhai, and they also record many aspects of the
contemporary life of that time. According to Wise & Taleb (2011), who translated the
Tarikh al-Fattash, and Hunwick (2003) who translated the Tarikh al-Sudan, it is likely
that Maḥmūd Katī wrote most of the chapters of the al-Fattash, but then his son and
grandsons helped to complete it (as the chronicles go all the way to 1599, even though he
was born in 1468).

These various ancient manuscripts recorded indigenous knowledge about various
subjects, including Mathematics, Astronomy (with the calculation of the position of the
stars), Geography, Law, Commentaries of the sayings of the Prophet Mohammed, the
history of the Mali Empire, including the reigns of various kings, and last but not least,
the everyday lives of the average Malians of that time. The manuscripts are considered
ancient, because some date as far back as the 12th century (Lost Libraries, BBC, 2009). It
is also important to note that in Mali, it was the Arabic script that was borrowed, not the
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ideas. It is believed that over one million manuscripts exist within the region. About
700,000 of these are stored in libraries (AtlasOscura, n.d.) and the rest in private homes.

Also, in 1965, the native historian, D.T. Niane, helped to compile the history of Mali in
French, which included genealogies and feats accomplished by pre-colonial emperors of
Mali. Even though Mali has indigenous manuscripts going back to about 1000 years,
Niane’s historical accounts were obtained mainly through oral history, by the assistance
of Griots (i.e., official record keepers who memorized entire histories and genealogies,
going back hundreds of years). In pre-colonial times, Griots were learned courtiers, on
whom the kings of Mali relied for the accounts of their reigns. In addition, Griots were
family-specific (like the peerage in England); it was inherited, and only men and women
born into those families could ever become Griots. And even though the old empire of
Mali has disintegrated and has become part of the past, a few Griots still remain, who
keep vast records of oral history the traditional way – via memory only (in present-day
Mali). Interestingly, researchers have found no significant difference in the vast oral
histories memorized by the Griots, and the written records, thereby revealing the feat
accomplished through such methods of remembrance (Haley, 1976). The reason why the
oral records of Griots have been found to be so accurate is because in traditional times,
Griots were professionals who saw their work as a ‘sacred trust’, a calling, and they were
sworn to keep the facts accurate (Niane, 1965). These various available forms of
indigenous primary African documentation, including oral histories and manuscripts that
have been translated, greatly help to further knowledge concerning the way pre-colonial
African empires were organized and functioned.
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Additionally, other primary sources used included records from ancient Arabs who had
travelled though West Africa. These are also available in English in Corpus of Early
Arabic Sources for West African History (edited by Nehemia Levtzion & J.F.P. Hopkins,
1981). The book compiles numerous travel records from A.D. 846 all the way to 1632
A.D.

Further, travel narratives from Europeans who travelled within the region were useful.
For example, Felix Dubois’ Timbuctoo the Mysterious (1896). As a result of this work
being published rather close to the beginning of France’s occupation of Mali (the colonial
era), it is useful in studying the vestiges of what was still left over from Africa’s precolonial era, especially in the City of Timbuktu and its surrounding areas. It also
contains various excellent illustrations and maps of the city, as it was originally planned
by Africans.

The anthology, Djenne: An Introduction to the Millennial City, edited by Brunet-Jailly
(1999), describes another pre-colonial city in Mali. The book details the writings of
multiple authors (including indigenous ones) specializing in various aspects of Djenne
(also spelled ‘Jenne’) and of the empire of Mali. The book was especially invaluable in
helping to reconstruct part of the everyday lives of past citizens of pre-colonial Mali, as it
describes various economic activities, including those of artisans and high order crafts
people.
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Historian Nehemia Levtzion had done an excellent work in his book, Ancient Ghana and
Mali, published in 1973. He explained their political organization and detailed how trade
was done, and how the economies of those kingdoms functioned. This source was
utilized in the chapter on Mali. Recently, Michael Gomez in his book, African
Dominion: A New History of Empire in Early and Medieval West Africa (2018) did
similar work. Gomez additionally does research into the reigns of the kings of the
Songhai Empire (also spelled ‘Songhay’). This was the empire that later took over from
Mali. Gomez’s study is important because both empires successively had control over
Timbuktu, the location of the world-famous academic institution and seat of learning in
Medieval West Africa (i.e., the University of Timbuktu).

Further, trade and the exchange of cultural ideas would have been impossible in the
ancient kingdom of Mali without the presence of transportation. Robin Law has
explained the impact of the introduction of the horse and its use in West Africa, in his
book, The Horse in West African History: The Role of the Horse in the Societies of PreColonial West Africa (1980). In addition, the African historian, Ali Mazrui, in his
famous work, The Africans: A Triple Heritage (1986), has explored how various forms of
influences (Pre-Colonial / Indigenous, Islamic, and European) have shaped Africa. These
influences (especially the first two) are now explored further in this current research on
Ethiopia and Mali.

45
My research perspective is influenced by writers like Edward Said, who promoted a postcolonial approach to the way non-Western cultures are viewed. A post-colonial view is
one that allows non-Western cultures to represent and speak for themselves, as opposed
to having foreigners impose their often biased and stereotypical views from the outside
(Said, 1978). In his book, Orientalism, Said (1978) argued that the West frequently
tended to speak on behalf on non-Western cultures (in his case, particularly Asians and
peoples of Arab descent living in Egypt, whom the West dubbed as “Orientals”), and the
way they were portrayed usually ended up to their detriment. He argued for a perspective
from the inside. Said described, for example, that the French writer, Flaubert, made an
encounter with an Egyptian courtesan (named Kuchuk Hanem), and that encounter
became the basis for Flaubert’s later description of “the Oriental woman” in his writings.
Said goes on to say to that Hanem did not speak for herself, but that Flaubert spoke for
and represented her, as “typically oriental” to his readers. Further, Said stated that
Flaubert’s situation in relation to Kuchuk Hanem was not an isolated instance, but that it
fairly stands for the pattern of relative strength between East and West, and the discourse
about the Orient that it enabled (p. 6). Said mentioned another example of how portions
of a book by a writer named Edward William Lane (Manners and Customs of the Modern
Egyptians, 1908) was borrowed verbatim by another Western writer called Nerval, to
describe village scenes in Syria, and not Egypt (p. 23).

Said (1978) further stated that Arthur Balfour (former British Prime Minister), in a
lecture he gave in 1910 referring to the British occupation of Egypt, presumed that
Egyptians appreciated “the good that is being done them by colonial occupation”. Said
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continues by arguing that it did not occur to Balfour to let the Egyptian speak for himself,
since presumably, “any Egyptian who would speak out is more likely to be the agitator
who wished to raise difficulties, than the good native who overlooks the difficulties of
foreign domination” (p. 33).

This research adds to what other scholars have done, in both content and perspective, by
stressing geographic factors and points of view. The research answers a broad range of
questions that relate not just to individual kingdoms in Africa, but also compares and
contrasts how pre-colonial empires were spatially organized and how that affected their
cultural landscapes and their everyday lives. Particularly, it examines the pre-colonial
empires with regards to their political, economic and social (religious) organization.
Additionally, the classical theories of Johann Heinrich von Thünen (1826) and Walter
Christaller (1933), which hitherto had been developed in the West are now being applied,
not only to African locations differing in culture and points of view (Ethiopia and Mali),
but they are also being applied to a different time (pre-colonial Africa), which is a clear
departure from the usual studies one commonly finds them being applied to. And
perhaps most importantly, it is a narrative of pre-colonial Africa, from an African’s point
of view, as it were, from the inside looking out, as opposed to the biased and sometimes
racist accounts that were proffered concerning the continent, which rather represented a
view, from the outside, looking down.
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CHAPTER 3: The Spatial Organization and Functions of the Pre-Colonial
Empire of Ethiopia, and the Influence of Judaism and Christianity.
Introduction
“Then shall the princes come out of Egypt: Ethiopia shall haste to stretch her hands unto
God” -- Psalm 68:31 (The Old Testament, 1599 Geneva Bible [GNV]. Psalm written by
King David, about 1000 B.C.).
Ethiopia has long been known as one of the main centers of knowledge and culture
worldwide (Davidson, 1984; Mazrui, 1986 & 1987). This chapter describes the spatial
organization of Old Ethiopia, in the context of an abridged historical geography of the
country (as the country’s history spans a few thousand years). It also explains how
Judaism, and then Christianity, have influenced it, and how Ethiopia has in turn
influenced Christianity and other parts of the world, including Europe and Asia.

The Physical Geography of Ethiopia
Ethiopia is today generally located in Latitude 9° N and Longitude 40° E. It is bounded
by Eritrea to the north, Somalia and Djibouti to the east, Kenya in the South, and Sudan
and South Sudan in the west (Figures 3.1 & 3.2, below). According to the CIA World
Factbook, the present-day country has an approximate size of 423,388 square miles.
However, as we do know, the names of kingdoms do change over time, and even their
boundaries can shift. And so, in pre-colonial times, depending on the era, the same
northeast African region which we now call “Ethiopia” has been variously called
Abyssinia, Aksum (Axum), Kush (or Cush), Nubia and Sheba. It has also occupied lesser
or greater land area depending on the dictates of political situations over time (see Figure
1.2 in Chapter 1, above, and Figures 3.1 & 3.3, below).
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Figure 3.1: Present location of
Ethiopia in the Horn of Africa.
Source: CIA.gov (2021).

Figure 3.2: Regional Map (cropped) showing the location
of modern-day Ethiopia in relation to N/E Africa and
S/W Asia or the Middle East.
Source: Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection.
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Ethiopia has a diverse landscape consisting of high mountains, and also of areas below
sea level. For example, the Ethiopian highlands exist within the country, of which the
highest peak is Ras Dashen (or Dejen), over 14,927 feet, while the lowest point in the
country is the Danakil Depression, about 410 feet below sea level. The East African Rift
Valley also passes through Ethiopia. In addition, the Blue Nile, one of the main
tributaries of the Nile River, begins its journey in the Highlands of Ethiopia, in Lake
Tana, the country’s largest lake (Figure 3.4, below).

Figure 3.3. Map of early kingdoms in Africa, especially showing the various
kingdoms in the northeast, including Old Ethiopia. The map also shows that
Old Ethiopia overlaps the area that was previously called the Empire of Aksum
(Axum). While Kush / Nubia, the ancient empires that predated even Aksum
and Ethiopia are also shown.
Source: De Bilj, et al., 2012, pg 289.
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According to King (2017), the Danakil Depression or lowlands is part of the East African
rift valley and it parallels the Red Sea, near the border between Ethiopia and Eritrea
(Figure 3.4, below). King (2017) further states that as the rift opens, the floor of the
Danakil Depression subsides. After millions of years of subsidence, the deepest part of
the depression is now one of the lowest points on Earth. According to Taylor (2018), the
Danakil Depression is a barren desert consisting of salt flats, and it has an average
temperature of 94 degrees Fahrenheit (as high as 122 degrees Fahrenheit has been
recorded), which makes it one of the most inhospitable places on earth (Figure 3.5,
below). Within the vicinity of this Depression are several active lava fields, which
includes the 2000-foot-high Erta Ale, the most continuously active basaltic shield
volcano in the Afar Region of northeastern Ethiopia (Figure 3.6, below).

Figure 3.4: Physical map of Ethiopia showing the Ethiopian Highlands, especially
Mt. Ras Dashen, the highest peak; also, Lake Tana (and the Blue Nile), the Great
Rift Valley, the Danakil Depression / Lowlands (to the northeast) and other
physical features. Source: https://www.freeworldmaps.net/africa/ethiopia/ethiopia-mapphysical.jpg
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Figure 3.5: The Danakil Depression; the lowest and most inhospitable part of
Ethiopia. Sulphur deposits and thermal ponds are shown.
https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2018/04/travel-monday-a-photo-trip-to-ethiopiasdanakil-depression/558128/

Figure 3.6: Erta Ale Volcano, the most continuously active basaltic
shield volcano in the Afar Region of northeastern Ethiopia.
Source: https://milesbeyond.it/en/location/erta-ale-and-dallol-fromheaven-to-hell/
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Concerning climate, Ethiopia has a tropical monsoon regime with a wide topographicinduced variation in temperature and moisture (i.e., depending on elevation), which could
range from an annual average in the low 60 degrees Fahrenheit in the higher elevations to
the low 80s Fahrenheit in the lower elevations. Rain falls year-round in the southern
portions of the Western Highlands, where annual precipitation may reach 80 inches.
Summer rainfall is received by the Eastern Highlands, and by the northern portion of the
Western Highlands, where annual precipitation may amount to 55 inches. The Eastern
Lowlands get rain in April–May and October–November, with two dry periods in
between; total annual precipitation varies from 20 to 40 inches. As to be expected, the
driest of all regions is the Danakil Plain, which receives less than 20 inches per year, and
sometimes none at all (Britannica, 2021 and CIA Factbook, 2021).

The Economy of Ethiopia and Trade Patterns in Pre-Colonial Times
In ancient times, through to about 1884 (the time frame mostly covered in this research,
when the colonization of Africa started), Ethiopia was well known to traders all over the
“known world” (Davidson, 1984 and Mazrui, 1986). This world included the Empire’s
close neighbors in Egypt and the rest of north Africa; East Africa and all along the east
African coast; it also included Africans much further away, across the Sahara (see Figure
2.5, in Chapter 2). Importantly, Old Ethiopia interacted with much of Asia (mostly the
Middle East and India, and occasionally China) and also, Europe (mostly the Greeks and
the Romans). This evidence of Ethiopia’s interaction with its neighbors and also with far
away kingdoms abounds in various documents, especially in one called The Periplus of
the Erythræan Sea (n.d.), written by an unknown Greek sailor in the first century, as a
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guide for Greek mariners (Jean-Jacques, 2016). Ethiopia has been called many names
over the course of history, and between 300 B.C. and 800 A.D., the Empire was called
Aksum (sometimes, spelled Axum; see Figure 3.3, above).
The Port of Adulis (now called Massawa or Mitsiwa in modern documents / maps, see
Figure 3.7) was the most important one in the ancient kingdom of Aksum (also, see
Figure 3.8, below). As the current map shows (Figure 3.7), the port of Massawa is today
wholly located in the country of Eritrea; Eritrea formally seceded from Ethiopia in 1993
and by so doing, Ethiopia became landlocked (Figure 3.1, above).

Figure 3.7: The Ancient Port of Adulis showing on a
modern map of Eritrea, as “Massawa”. The map also
shows Ethiopia’s current lack of access to the Red
Sea.
M S
CIA
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The old maps represented by Figure 3.3 (above) and Figure 3.8 (below) show the
proximity of Old Ethiopia / Aksum to what was then called in ancient times, Sheba / Saba
(or “South Arabia”), what is now known as Yemen. Very importantly, Ethiopia’s access
to the Red Sea and across to Sheba / Yemen existed for centuries; this direct access to the
Red Sea only ended in more recent times. This ancient access led to a now defunct offshore jurisdiction in Yemen (Sheba), which is explained later in the chapter. Aksum’s
ancient port called Adulis (now Massawa), is shown on Figure 3.8.

Figure 3.8. This map shows the approximate location of the Kingdom of
Aksum c.100-700 A.D., including its off-shore jurisdiction, across the Red Sea,
in Sheba (Saba) in today’s Yemen. Aksum later became Ethiopia.
Source: Shillington (2012), p. 76
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And so, the kingdom of Aksum was centered upon the highlands of what is now Eritrea
and Ethiopia. During the first century A.D., Greeks called the entire Indian Ocean the
‘Erythraean Sea’ (even though, Mare Erythraeum, was Latin for “Red Sea”). Therefore,
the book, The Periplus of the Erythræan Sea, refers not only to trade along and across the
Red Sea but across the Indian Ocean as well. As a side note, the country we call
“Eritrea” today, derives its name from that Latin word.

According to the Periplus (translated by Schoff, 1912, p. 284), items specifically sold
(exported) through the port of Adulis included ivory, tortoise-shell and rhinoceros horn;
imported items included cloth from Egypt, wine from Laodicea (now Turkey) and Italy,
and iron, steel and cloth from India. This international trade shows that African
kingdoms and specifically, the Kingdom of Aksum, did extensive trade both over land
and across the Red Sea and also over the Indian Ocean, and with the rest of the “known
world” of the first century. Figure 3.9, below.

The Encyclopedia Britannica (2021) confirms the account in the Periplus, stating that the
port of Adulis received a continuous stream of merchants who offered textiles, glassware,
tools, precious jewelry, copper, iron, and steel in return for ivory, tortoiseshell, rhinoceros
horn, gold, silver, slaves, frankincense, and myrrh. In addition, Aksum dominated trade
routes into the south and west, where the export commodities originated. And according
to Britannica, even the South Arabian kingdom of the Himyarites (or Homerites, Figure
3.9), across the Red Sea in what is now Yemen, came under the suzerainty of Aksum. In
the early 6th century, Emperor Caleb of Aksum (r. 500–534) was powerful enough to
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reach across the Red Sea in order to protect his coreligionists in Yemen. Shillington
(2012) also corroborates this account (see Figure 3.8). Ethiopians, on the other hand,
based on very early accounts in the compilation of indigenous ancient manuscripts called
the Kebra Nagast, believe that this African influence on Yemen is even much older,
going as far back as about 3000 years. Mazrui (1987) and Ullendorff (1956) also state
that this period of influence may be as long as what the Ethiopians assert.

Figure 3.9: Map showing the location of the ancient port of Adulis along the Red
Sea, and also some cities and countries which old Ethiopia or the Aksumite Empire
traded with. In ancient times, Adulis was Aksum’s foremost port, from which
important items like gold and ivory were traded across the Middle East and the rest
of the world (the map also shows some common items of trade and their locations).
Map Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2393062
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Therefore, it has long been established that the Kingdom of Askum’s territory included
land across the Red Sea in South Arabia, in what is today, the country of Yemen, which
is also where the ancient kingdom of “Sheba” (or Saba) was located. This ancient
kingdom of Sheba was part of the jurisdiction of the African Queen who had paid King
Solomon (of Israel) a visit about 3000 years ago, and that was why she was described as
the “Queen of Sheba”, in the Old Testament’s book of 1st Kings chapter 10.
This is significant because over time, many Westerners have tried to dismiss the account
given by the Ethiopians, by stating that the Kingdom of Sheba was only related to South
Arabia, rather than to Ethiopia (and by inference, that the Queen of Sheba could not have
been an African). For example, some Western authors like Meyers (1993) believe that
Sheba (in Yemen) had “colonized parts of Ethiopia” (p. 692). Rather, as noted by the
previous authors above, it is the reverse that was true: that at the time, Ethiopia had an
offshore jurisdiction that it had colonized in South Arabia, as part of its realm of
influence (as some countries also do today), but that the main part of the Kingdom was
located in present-day Ethiopia, on the African continent. Scholars like Mazrui (1987)
also state this similar viewpoint. Furthermore, scholars like Ullendorff (1974), do affirm
that Sheba was indeed part of Ethiopia. In addition, based on more recent genome
studies and archeological records, Woldegaber & Portella (2012) also affirm the same.
Regarding the Queen of Sheba’s visit to Israel, she is said to have “[arrived] at Jerusalem
with a very great caravan—with camels…” (1st Kings chapter 10, verse 2). And later in
verse 10 it is noted that “she gave the king 120 talents of gold, large quantities of spices,
and precious stones. Never again were so many spices brought in as those the queen of
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Sheba gave to King Solomon”. This account points to specific natural resources that
were in abundance in Ethiopia or Sheba at that time, namely, gold, spices (frankincense,
myrrh, etc.) and precious stones (including pearls). It appears that Sheba, or Ethiopia,
was an extremely affluent kingdom, because, the footnote at the end of the passage
(included by Bible scholars i.e., translators) explains that when converted into today’s
measurements, “120 talents of gold” equals 4 ½ tons of gold (or 4 metric tons); a
staggering amount of wealth indeed, to give away.

British archaeologist Louise Schofield discovered in 2012 an ancient mine believed to be
the source of gold that belonged to the Queen of Sheba. The goldmine is located on a hill
on the Gheralta plateau in northern Ethiopia (Kim, 2012). Even today, according to
Bullock (2018), Ethiopia could be sitting on one of the world’s great untapped
gold deposits. Bullock states further that to the west of Ethiopia near the Sudanese
border lies a place called the Asosa zone, which according to him, may be the location of
the oldest gold mine in the world. Bullock states that this ancient mine dates back some
6,000 years, and provided a key source of gold to the ancient Egyptian empire, whose
great wealth was famous throughout the known world. And that it may even have
supplied the Queen of Sheba with her lavish gifts of gold when she visited King Solomon
of Israel almost 3,000 years ago.

According to 19th century traveler, Henry Salt (in A Voyage to Abyssinia and Travels into
the Interior of that Country,1814, p. 106), Arabs and Ethiopians along the Gulf of Aden
(Figures 3.1 and 3.4, above), sold coffee and various items, such as, myrrh, aloes,
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Libanum, and mastich (a resin from the mastic tree). At the time of his travels, Henry Salt
listed the following as the prices of those traded products:
Uddeen coffee – 70 dollars per bale of 305lbs. nett.
Gum myrrh – 4 ½ dollars per frasil * of 32lbs. English.
Gum aloes – 2 dollars per frasil, ditto †.
Gum Libanum – 1 dollar per frasil, ditto.
Gum mastich – 2 dollars per frasil, ditto.
Off the coast of Eritrea, there are a group of 126 islands called the Dahlak Archipelago
(Figure 3.7, above), the largest of which is called Dahlak Kebir, where pearl fishing has
been famous since ancient times, and which continues today (Jean-Jacques, 2016). There
is also salt mining in the Danakil Depression / Desert of Ethiopia (the Danakil salt pan),
that has been going on for centuries. See illustration in Figure 3.10, below. An old map
of the Danakil Salt Plain, drawn by Henry Salt in the early 19th century, also depicts this
important salt mining area (Figure 3.11, below). In fact, according to Abir (1966), salt
bars called amole, were an important medium of exchange in Ethiopia for many
centuries, in many parts of the country where coins were not available. Trade by barter
was quite common and salt was a preferred “currency”. This is so much so that salt was
commonly regarded as the “white gold” of Ethiopia (Modola, 2014). This salt from the
*

I believe that “frasil” is the European corruption of the Arabic-Swahili word, “faresela”, also
known in Amharic as, “färäsela”. According to Pankhurst (1970), a färäsela was a stone of
varying artificial weights (depending on the region adopting it) and was devised by a certain
Somali called Warfa Mahbour in the early 19th century. I believe that in this specific case, it was
probably used in the measurement of goods into 32 pounds each, of English weight. I have
checked many sources, including Henry Salt’s Appendices which described the meanings of
words (written in 1814), but the author did not define what “frasil” meant, and I can find no
further explanation of what the word means.
†

By saying “ditto”, I believe the author here was stating that 32lbs. was being “repeated”.
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Afar Region of northeastern Ethiopia was sold all around the country, and still is sold
today (Taylor, 2018).

Figure 3.10: Salt miners removing loads of salt from the Danakil Depression
in Ethiopia (2015). Source: Nigel Heng;
https://www.nigelheng.com/ethiopia/fzjf6uuy2ow7pudnqirdye2rutr378

Figure 3.11 (below): Map of Part of Abyssinia; copied from the original
published by Henry Salt, Esqr., in 1814 (This map was in the edition later
published by John Melish, in 1824). The “Salt Plain” of the Danakil
Depression (spelled “Dancali”) is depicted towards the middle of the map,
next to the border of what would be present-day Eritrea. The Red Sea is
clearly shown.
Source: David Rumsey Collection.
https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY
~8~1~36151~1200539:Map-of-Abyssinia-#
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Concerning other aspects of the economy, in pre-colonial times a large majority of
Ethiopians were agriculturists (mostly subsistence). Ethiopia has an abundance of rich,
volcanic soils, and this allowed for successful agriculture. The country’s major staple
crops included a variety of cereals, pulses, oilseeds, and coffee. The principal grains
were teff, wheat, barley, corn, sorghum, and millet. The first three were primarily coolweather crops cultivated at altitudes generally above 5000 feet. During this era, the grains
were grown in sufficient quantities for home consumption, and some barley was even
exported (Great Britain [GB] Foreign Office, 1920, p. 70; and U.S. Library of Congress
[LOC], Country Studies, 1998).
Teff is indigenous to Ethiopia and it was used to make the flour for injera, a fermented
and unleavened bread that was the main form in which the grain was (and still is) eaten
throughout the country (Figures 3.12 & 3.13, below). And according to
BBCgoodfood.com (n.d.), teff seeds produce a harvest proportionally several times
greater than wheat or other staple grains. This, combined with its ability to withstand high
altitude temperatures, has meant that teff has staved off famine, many times.

Figure 3.12: Teff seeds. Teff is a plant indigenous to Ethiopia, and is a staple.
https://www.bbcgoodfood.com/glossary/teff-glossary

63

Figure 3.13: Unleavened Injera bread, made from teff. Injera was (and
is) a major staple food, served with various meats, vegetables, and a
variety of legumes, in Ethiopia.
https://www.foodnetwork.com/recipes/food-network-kitchen/quick-injera3364694
According LOC Country Studies (1998) and USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (2008),
barley was grown mostly on terraces between 6,500 feet and 11,000 feet. Barley was a
major subsistence crop, and was used as food, and in the production of tella, a locally
produced beer. Sorghum, millet, and corn were cultivated mostly in warmer areas at
lower altitudes along the country's western, southwestern, and eastern peripheries.
Sorghum and millet are drought resistant, and grew well at low elevations where rainfall
was less reliable. Corn was grown mainly between elevations of 5,000 and 7,000 feet,
and required large amounts of rainfall to ensure good harvests.

64
Pulses (legumes) provided an important protein source in the Ethiopian diet; these
included beans, peas, and lentils. They were widely grown at all altitudes from sea level
to about 10,000 feet, and were more prevalent in the northern and central highlands.
Pulses were a particularly important trade and export item in pre-colonial times and
during the era when Ethiopia still had emperors (LOC Country Studies, 1998).
As we shall see further in the chapter, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church incorporated many
elements of Judaism (including proscriptions concerning foods and diet) into its church
practices, and this has had a great influence on the daily lives of Ethiopians for centuries
(Ullendorff, 1956). Part of this influence included the traditional prohibition on the
consumption of animal fats during certain holy days, which add up to many days of the
year. As a result, vegetable oils were widely used in Old Ethiopia, and oilseed cultivation
was an important agricultural activity.
The most important oilseed for domestic use was the indigenous niger seed (also called,
nug; scientific name, Guizotia abyssinica), which was grown on 50 percent or more of
the area devoted to oilseeds. Niger seed is found mostly in the northwest and central
highlands, at elevations between 6000 and 8000 feet (Figure 3.14, below). Flaxseed was
also indigenous, and was cultivated in the same general area as niger seed. The third most
important oilseed was sesame, which grows at elevations from sea level to about 5000
feet. Sesame was the principal export oilseed (even though it was also used
domestically). Oilseeds of lesser significance included castor beans, rapeseed,
groundnuts (peanuts), safflower and sunflower seeds (LOC Country Studies, 1998;
USDA Foreign Agricultural Service, 2008).
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Figure 3.14: The indigenous niger (nug) oilseed in Northwest Ethiopia. It was the
most important source of vegetable oil; its flowers give entire fields a beautiful
yellow hue.
Sources: (photo on left) https://ipad.fas.usda.gov/highlights/2008/11/eth_25nov2008/
(Photo on right) https://nmoop.gov.in/

Ethiopia was where the coffee plant first originated (National Coffee Association, n.d.),
and because it was indigenous to the country, in time it became the most important trade
or export crop. Ethiopia’s coffee was almost exclusively of the arabica type, which
grows best at altitudes between 3,000 and 6,500 feet. It is called “arabica” because even
though it was indigenous to Ethiopia, widespread cultivation of the crop was associated
with the southern part of the Arabian Peninsula (now called Yemen). Also, coffee grew
wild in many parts of Ethiopia. However, most of the country’s coffee was of the
cultivated variety, especially in the Harar region. According to the GB Foreign Office
(1920, p.70), this Harari coffee was then transported via Djibouti to the town of Aden, in
Yemen (across the Red Sea), from where most of it eventually made its way to Europe.
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Cattle were also a mainstay in pre-colonial times (in fact, the country today has one of the
largest stocks of cattle on the entire continent). Cattle / beef became the main source of
animal protein (instead of pigs) because in many parts of Ethiopia there is a strong
influence of Judaism in its version of Christianity (Ethiopian Orthodox), which prohibits
the consumption of pork. This is confirmed by Gifford-Gonzalez and Hanotte (2011),
who state that the geographic distribution of pigs in Africa is intermittent, in comparison
to other livestock species, likely reflecting cultural and religious practices.
Most of the rural population was involved in some way with animal husbandry. The
animals provided draft power, food, cash, transportation, fuel, and, especially in pastoral
areas, social prestige. Among wild animals, the elephant was of commercial importance
in pre-colonial times, as ivory could be obtained from them (GB Foreign Office, 1920, p.
71; and LOC Country Studies, 1998).
The men did much of the plowing of fields, using oxen and traditional implements.
Women did the harvesting along with the men (USAID Africa, 2011; and Figure 3.15,
below). In addition, women did myriads of domestic chores which included grinding and
preparing the foods that were harvested, and also the fetching of water, which could be
quite a task, depending on how far they had to go for it (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996).
These and other innumerable jobs were women’s work, while all the time taking care of
the children, who were sometimes strapped to their backs (Figure 3.16, below).
Therefore, women were intrinsic to the economy of Old Ethiopia. Various other loads
were typically carried by both men and women, on the head or on the back; sometimes,
male porters were utilized for particularly heavy items. For long distance transport and
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trade, animals such as mules and donkeys were utilized, and in the desert, camels (GB
Foreign Office, 1920, p. 71). Both men and women were involved in the local daily
markets.

Figure 3.15: Female Coffee Farmer in Ethiopia.
Source: USAID Africa (2011)
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usaidafrica/5762538117/in/photostream/

Figure 3.16: Pre-colonial Ethiopian women conducting various daily
activities; woman carrying child while processing grains (photo on left)
and two women carrying water jars on their backs (photo on right).
Source: Pankhurst & Gérard (1996), p. 109.
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The Political Organization of Old Ethiopia
Ethiopia has had monarchs for at least 3000 years, both male and female, judging by the
Bible’s narrative concerning the Queen of Sheba in 1st Kings chapter 10. The political
organization of the empire has also changed over time. For example, according to
Ofcansky, et. al. (1993), even though the empire was already known as Aksum by the
first century A.D., it became more dominant by 300 A.D, conquering neighboring Meroë
(the capital and the remnant of the Kingdom of Kush). See Figure 3.3 above. King
Ezana (r. 325 to 360 A.D.) of Aksum controlled a vast region that included South Arabia
(today’s Yemen) across the Red Sea, also the Gulf of Aden, in addition to the area called
Ethiopia today (Figure 3.2, above). And to show the type of political power he exercised,
(like all Aksumite rulers) he adopted the title of Negusa Nagast (“king of kings”, the
same as “Emperor”); this was a clear demonstration of his rule over various tributepaying principalities, and their subsidiary monarchs (for an example of regional
monarchs, see Figure 3.17, below). According to Ofcansky, et. al. (1993), this kingly
title in Ethiopia was used by successive emperors well into the 20th century.

Very importantly, in Ethiopia there was also the title of Negeste-Negestate (“Empress in
her own right”, and not denoting the wife of a king). As is to be expected, there was an
Alga Worrach (“Heir Apparent” or Crown Prince), and Le’ul, Prince of the Imperial
House, and Le’ult, Princess of the Imperial House. The Itege was the Empress (consort or
the wife of a king). The Itege also had her “ladies in waiting” and servants, as Royal
Courts in Europe tended to have (Copley, 1998; Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996).
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Figure 3.17: Example of Regional / Subsidiary Monarchs in Ethiopia.
Source: Pankhurst & Gérard (1996), p. 41.
Mastawat, the Oromo Queen of Wallo (seated, right) with her eldest son, Imam
Ahmad. She ruled from 1868-1876. A leading courtier is standing. Wallo (also
spelled “Welo”) was one of those semi-autonomous regions with their own monarchs
(Figure 3.18, below). However, as has been clearly shown in other parts of this
dissertation, women in Ethiopia have been known to rule as full Empresses in their
own right (and not just as regional queens or the wives of kings).
According to the Crown Council of Ethiopia (website), Ethiopian titles were more
numerous, complex and subtle than in most European countries; indeed, few cultures had
as many unique structures and titles as Ethiopia. Some titles were used only in one or few
regions, and not nationally. As a result, only a few examples (and not the exhaustive list)
are used here in this dissertation. And according to the Crown Council, this diversity can
be explained by the direct result of the relative isolation of some of the interior parts of
the country, which developed protected by the rough topography of the region, and which
had its own sub-regional / subsidiary monarchs who were called Negus (King). On the
other hand, some subsidiary rulers were called Enderasse (Viceroy).
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And so, there were many titles in Ethiopian society which existed for functions that are
not found in direct parallels elsewhere (EthiopianCrown.org). For example, Le’ul
Ras was the equivalent of a Royal Duke, whereas Ras was a Duke. Therefore, Ras (not,
Lu’el Ras) was the highest title which could be bestowed upon someone who was not of
Royal birth. Indeed, it was the equivalent of a Duke when bestowed upon a civilian, and
Field Marshal, in military terms.

There were political ranks / titles in Imperial Ethiopia that belonged to nobility only,
while some were military only, or occasionally a combination of both (Copley, 1998).
For example, Meridazmatch, literally, “a prince at the head of an advance military force”,
which was the title of the regional king in the principality of Shewa until 1813 (Figure
3.18, below).

In pre-colonial times, the Mesafint (i.e., princes and Ras) or the hereditary nobility,
formed the upper ruling classes, while the Mekwanint (i.e., governors) were the appointed
nobles, often of humble birth, and who formed the majority of the aristocracy. Until the
end of the monarchy in 1974, the most powerful people at court were generally members
of the Mekwanint who were appointed by the monarch, while regionally, the Mesafint
enjoyed greater influence and power. The Mekwanint tended to be government officials.

As a result of the many incursions that Ethiopia had to fend off over the course of
centuries (including from neighboring kingdoms, Islamic, and even European), the
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Empire developed a well-organized indigenous military, complete with ranks (Copley,
1998).

Figure 3.18: The old regions of Ethiopia. Source: Ofcansky, et. al. (1993), p. xxii.
These were still used as administrative provinces, as recently as 1974, before the end
of Emperor Haile Selassie’s reign. Some of the regions were semi-autonomous
kingdoms within Ethiopia (shown with their own capitals). A good example was
Shewa, whose regional capital was Addis Ababa (which then later became Ethiopia’s
national capital). Other such regions were Hararge (whose capital was Harar city)
and Wallo (here, spelled ‘Welo’). Interestingly, Eritrea is still shown as part of
Ethiopia; Asmara (its then regional capital) later became its national capital once the
new country seceded from Ethiopia in 1993. Sudan was also still in one piece during
this time (before its split into Sudan / South Sudan in 2011). You will also notice that
Ethiopians use multiple spellings for the names of cities / regions that have been
discussed in this dissertation.
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For example, Ras was a General (see Figure 3.19); Dejazmatch was Lieutenant General;
a Fit'awrari was Major General or the Commander of the Vanguard, this was also
equivalent to a Baron (in Europe). In addition, the Qeñazmach was the Commander of
the Right wing (same as Brigadier General); while a Grazmach was the Commander of
the Left wing (same as Brigadier General). Further, there was an Azmach, who was the
Commander of the Rearguard. This was normally a trustworthy counselor and the chief
minister of the king. There was also a Shalaqa (literally, “chief of a thousand”, also
Colonel); a Balambaras (same as Lieutenant Colonel), who functioned as the
Commander of an Amba or fortress, who could also be the commander of the guards,
artillery or cavalry of a traditional Ethiopian armed force. There were several other
military functions as well, that go all the way down to Gwandari (Private). (Copley,
1998; Crown Council, 2021).

Figure 3.19: An excellent example of an Ethiopian Warrior, Ras Makonnen
(seated) and his followers, in 1901. Many officers in Old Ethiopia’s military
would have dressed similarly to this. Guns were added later in history.
Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/85/
Ras_Makonnen_and_his_followers_of_the_Ethiopian_nobility.jpg
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Typically, ancient weapons in Ethiopia consisted of curved swords, spears, shields, bows
and arrows, and javelins. Horses have been widely available in Old Ethiopia (and the rest
of northeast Africa, including in Egypt) for thousands of years, and it was noted in both
the Old and New Testaments of the Bible (in the books of 2nd Chronicles 16 and Acts
chapter 8) that Kush (an old name for Ethiopia) had chariots. Coats of mail were also
commonly utilized. In fact, Davidson (1984) has mentioned that Christian Nubian
warriors (the kingdom next to Ethiopia) fought in the Medieval Era during the Crusades
in Europe, along with Europeans, wearing the full chain mail of typical European Knights
(see Figure 3.20, below). And according to Davidson (1984), chain mail as a form of
military uniform was widespread in this northeast African region (including in Ethiopia)
for centuries. Guns were added to the arsenal later, once they became available.

This account of the use of chain mail among Africans during ancient / medieval times
speaks to the intense amount of spatial interaction that must taken place between Africans
and Europeans, at least mostly on the part of the Africans. This is because even though
many Europeans did not visit northeast Africa (where Ethiopia is located) until well into
the 1400s, Africans for their part have been interacting with countries in the Middle East
since ancient times (as related by the Bible’s accounts), and with Europeans, through
their travels.

And this instance of acculturation (chain mail) is what von Thunen (1826) and Christaller
(1933) would have considered to be items of limitless range; items considered so
valuable that the vast distances travelled to acquire them would have been considered to
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be worth it. It also poignantly shows that Africans were not as isolated to world
communications as later Western racist accounts of the continent claimed (even so far as
to label it, “the dark continent”).

Figure 3.20: Statue of an African Knight (St. Maurice), wearing a coat-of-plates,
at the Magdeburg Cathedral in Saxony-Anhalt, Germany (statue made c. 1240
A.D.). The honor being accorded to this African (to have a statue in a European
Church) is testament to the fact that Europeans were aware that Africans (and
poignantly, Nubians from the same northeast region of Ethiopia) fought
alongside them during the Crusades. According to Davidson (1984), this all
happened well before the era of slave trade, when racism was still virtually nonexistent in Europe.
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/453315518744068153/
This is also what Edward Ullman (1956) meant when he stated that complimentarity is
the root cause of spatial interaction; in other words, complementarity balances excess
supply with excess demand. In this case, the need of northeast Africans (specifically
Ethiopians) to have what they considered the most “up to date” weaponry of ancient
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times, caused them to travel far across foreign regions (the Middle East and Europe) to
obtain it. This is also an excellent instance of politics and religion and trade networks
overlapping all in one, and what Sopher (1967), regarded in his book, The Geography of
Religions, as “vigorous cultural flows along many routes” (p.16; also, Figure 2.5, above).

Military abilities were not solely the purview of men. Pre-colonial African women often
commanded entire armies during warfare, a role that in Europe was typically regarded as
“male”. Especially noteworthy in ancient Kush (another old name for Ethiopia) was the
Kandake (meaning “queen”) who warred on the Roman Governor, Patronius. She is
called Amanirenas (and reigned from 40-10 B.C.) in historical narratives. By all
accounts, she was a one-eyed Warrior Queen whom the Greeks fearfully described as
having the “figure of a man” (she must have been muscular), and who led her armies in
battle for 5 years against the Roman Empire (which at the time was occupying Egypt).
Amanirenas succeeded in beating back the Roman incursion on her Empire of Kush, in
battle, in 22 B.C., and as a result was able to obtain a treaty from Augustus Caesar that
kept Kush safe from Roman occupation for the next 400 years. She is known to have
captured during battle the bust of Augustus Caesar and placed it under the threshold of
the main temple in Kush (where it remained until it was discovered in the 20th century),
so that worshipers could “step on his head” every day they entered the temple (Gates,
2017; Mark, 2018). Now, that, was an African Queen.
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Corroborating the preceding account was Clarke (1989) who stated that, “in Africa, the
woman’s ‘place’ was not only with her family; she often ruled nations with
unquestionable authority. Many African [including Ethiopian] women were great
militarists and on occasion led their armies in battle…the Africans had produced a way of
life where men were secure enough to let women advance as far as their talent would take
them” (p.122). Therefore, it is quite plain that not only did pre-colonial Ethiopian
women rule in their own right as has been demonstrated, but that African (including
Ethiopian) men themselves were so confident of their manhood that they did not feel
threatened to serve under a woman as many European men historically tended to feel;
which explains why women’s rights were quite poor in the Western World during those
comparative times (even after a few European women started to be allowed as monarchs,
many centuries later). As a case in point, women could not even vote in many Western
countries until the 20th century. However, Ethiopia was a monarchy until 1974, and
monarchs are not usually elected by plebiscite.

In fact, Clarke (1989) notes that there were at least five Kushite / Ethiopian queens called
Kandakes (spelled “Candace” by the Greeks) listed in various historical records. Clarke
(1989) called them “Warrior Queens”. Here are a few: 1) the Candace who opposed the
southward movement of the armies of Alexander the Great; 2) the Candace who warred
on the Roman Governor of Egypt, Patronius; 3) and the Candace who warred on the
Roman, Nero.
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Concerning how the Empire was administered, Old Ethiopia was a feudal-monarchical
state, where the top of the pyramid of politics was typically made up of the emperor, his
numerous family members and court, other hereditary or, titled aristocracy, high-level
bureaucrats, and clergy. The base of the pyramid was made up of semi-serfs, free
peasants, nomads, workers, and intellectuals. The power of the feudal leaders was largely
based on land ownership (Sherr, 1990). Rural land belonged to secular and church feudal
heads; 85 percent of the population were landless tenants. While vast amounts of urban
land was also owned by higher aristocracy, and even when Addis Ababa became the
capital, one-fifth of all the land was the property of the emperor and his family, eleven
top-rank officials, twenty aristocrat-businessmen and twenty churches and monasteries
(Sherr, 1990). According to Sherr, the power of the emperor was sanctified by the
church, which was important in order to be viewed as legitimate in the eyes of the general
population. And it was institutionalized by civil acts. The Constitution bestowed all
political power and state sovereignty upon the emperor, including all legislative,
executive, military, and judicial power as well as policy-making. Even appointments to
higher church positions required the emperor's approval. There was also a high degree of
centralization, a cumbersome bureaucratic apparatus, a regular army, a uniform state
fiscal system, and the subordination of the church to the state. The army represented a
snapshot of Ethiopian society of that era. Its higher positions were comprised of
noblemen, the middle levels were made of the middle classes, and the lower levels
consisted of peasants (Sherr, 1990).
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Geographical Analysis of Cities and their Function in Old Ethiopia
Ethiopia had many cities and towns in pre-colonial times that served important purposes
for trade, and as political and religious capitals. Many of them particularly display the
religious features on the cultural landscape that one would expect in a county where
Christianity was the official religion for a very long time. Ancient or pre-colonial records
of their population sizes are difficult to obtain; however, if the city still exists, its current
population is noted here, where possible. Unfortunately, this does not give a proper
representation of the hustle and bustle that would have been experienced in these cities,
during ancient or pre-colonial times, as some of these cities have now dwindled in
importance with the passage of time, or have fallen into ruin and have been replaced by
other cities.

And since many of the pre-colonial population sizes could not be ascertained, other ways
of deducing the relative importance of a city or in the words of Christaller, a “Central
Place”, would be the presence and location of markets (which could vary in size
depending on their function), also, the trade networks connecting to them (including the
types of goods traded), and ports, and other types of facilities or institutions present. For
example, pre-colonial cities with palaces usually functioned as capitals and therefore
ranked highly in importance. Additionally, places of worship were important because
they often doubled as educational institutions. All these afore-mentioned institutions
would be considered in lieu of a census (unless where available), when determining the
relative importance of a city or their qualification as a central place (Figure 3.21).
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From: City / Higher Order
Central Place, Function
Aksum (Ancient capital; also,
religious)
Yeha (Ancient capital; also,
religious)
Aksum (Ancient capital; also,
religious)
Adulis / Massawa / Mitsiwa
(Ancient port)
Aksum (Ancient capital; also,
religious)
Adulis / Massawa / Mitsiwa
(Ancient port)
Lalibela (Pilgrimage site)

To: City / Higher Order
Central Place, Function
Adwa (Market; also, religious)

Miles

Adwa (Market; also, religious)

18

Yeha (Ancient capital; also,
religious)
Adwa (Market; also, religious)

32

Aksum (Ancient capital; also,
religious)
Lalibela (Pilgrimage site

Gondar (Capital; also, religious) 220
Adwa (Market; also, religious)

230

Adwa (Market; also, religious)

232

11

Gondar (Capital; also,
religious)
Addis Ababa (Capital)
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Figure: 3.21: List of cities and their Central Place functions. The cities are
arranged by their travel distance from each other.
Sources: Victoria Alapo (2021) for information on Central Place functions.
Mileage information from Google.com
Below (Figure 3.22) is a map showing hand-drawn distances between some famous old
cities discussed in this dissertation; these are merely samples that were selected because
they represent those usually mentioned consistently in most historical documents. And
so they are not the exhaustive list of cities that have ever existed or do exist in Ethiopia.
Distances in kilometers were obtained with the aid of Google maps and then converted
into miles. The paper map itself is from Casely-Hayford (2012, p. 46). The map was
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chosen as a background because it lists some of the ancient cities discussed here. The
distances between cities that were obtained from Google, while accurate, only represent
the way ‘travel’ would progress on a road (which tend to follow the curvature of
landscape features), and are not the straight-line distances, as the crow flies. This
“mental map” way of looking at distances (i.e., based on travel, which can take longer)
rather than on a theoretical straight-line distance between cities as Christaller (1933) did,
is probably a better way of judging the pattern of distribution for these ancient places;
and that is what we have here, even though straight lines are drawn.

Figure 3.22: Map of Ethiopia showing a sampling of ancient / old cities, and their
distances from each other, in miles. The northern part representing the center of
the ancient Empire of Aksum is conspicuous, showing a number of cities in close
proximity.
Sources: Drawing of lines / distances by Victoria Alapo (2021);
Mileage information from Google.com;
Paper Map from Casely-Hayford (2012).
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Concerning the distribution of ancient / old cities, if one were to go by the distances in
Figure 3.21 and as shown in Figure 3.22 (above), many of those cities are located in
closer proximity in the northern part of the country, possibly because that area was the
center of the ancient Empire of Aksum, where a lot of concomitant activities surrounding
such an important center took place. It seems that as a result, distances between ancient /
old cities grew larger as one left the northern part of the country. Concerning whether
there was a regularity in the spacing of cities or towns, even if these few samplings of
cities were placed in ‘groupings’, the ‘Adulis (Massawa) port triangle’ has some
regularity; for example, Adulis to Yeha is 188 miles, Adulis to Aksum is 182 miles, while
Adulis to Adwa is 171 miles. Also, the next grouping one can call the ‘old capital
(Gondar) / religious axis’ does show some regularity. Here, we have Lalibela to Gondar
(219 miles), Aksum to Gondar (220 miles), Lalibela to Adwa (230 miles) and lastly
Gondar to Adwa (232 miles). Going by just these few examples, one can state that
ancient African and specifically Ethiopian cities, showed some regularity in the way they
were spatially organized. A city-by-city description follows below.

Yeha:
Yeha is the earliest known ancient city in Ethiopia. It is located in the northern part of
the country, at about 7000 feet (Figure 3.22, above). At one time it was the capital of a
pre-Aksumite kingdom. It is also where the oldest building in the country was
discovered some decades ago (Figure 3.23, below). This building dates back to at least
the 7th century B.C. and so it is older than the Parthenon in Greece and centuries older
than the Colosseum in Rome (Caseley-Hayford, 2012). Since it is a pre-Christian temple,
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some scholars (including UNESCO, 2020) think it may have been dedicated to either the
sun or moon god. However, Caseley-Hayford (2012) thinks that this building may be the
remains of an ancient Jewish Temple, which would help to corroborate findings that
Judaism came to Ethiopia in ancient times. The ancient or current population of Yeha
(now a village) is not available. This city must have been a central place of higher order
during ancient times, and it would have provided services of that order, judging from the
pre-Christian temple found there. This imposing temple would have drawn parishioners
from far and near, both from the hinterland around the city and also from faraway places,
from a ‘limitless range’.

Figure 3.23: Ruins of the ancient temple discovered in Yeha,
Ethiopia. This building is the oldest surviving one in Ethiopia.
Source: https://www.stoneagetour.com/temple-of-yeha/
According to Walter Christaller (1933), a range is the farthest distance people are willing
to travel for a good or service. Pilgrimage sites by their nature tend to have a limitless
range, because the faithful who visit them tend to associate them with salvation, and also
because the effort expended was a feature of a pilgrimage. For example, in the Hebrew
Bible (in the book of Deuteronomy chapter 16, verse 16) Jews were instructed to make
pilgrimages to Jerusalem three times a year. Therefore, pilgrimages are similar (if not in
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purpose, at least in the limitlessness of their range) to tourist sites that many people pay
exorbitant amounts of money and time to go see.

Aksum:
The city of Aksum itself, the ancient capital of its namesake Empire of Aksum, is famous
for its granite stelae or obelisks (Figure 3.41, below). The city is located in northern
Ethiopia (Figure 3.22, above), and is about 7000 feet above sea level. It was founded
around the 1st century A.D. Its ancient population size is not available, but it is today
inhabited by about 41,000 persons (World Population Review, 2021), which must be a
far-cry from its ancient status as the center of a great empire. Also of great importance in
Aksum is the Church of Mary of Seyon, also called the Church of St. Mary of Zion
(Figure 3.24, below). The original church is believed to have been built during the reign
of King Ezana, the first Christian monarch of the kingdom of Aksum (during the 4th
century A.D.). The church has been rebuilt several times since then (“Aksum”, n.d.).

Figure 3.24: Church of Mary of Seyon, Aksum, Ethiopia.
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_of_Our_Lady_Mary_of_Zion#/media/
File:Aksum,_chiesa_vecchia_di_santa_maria_di_zion,_02.jpg
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The church is important, not only because of its antiquity, but also because it is alleged to
be the hiding place of the long-lost Jewish Ark of the Covenant (Figure 3.25, below).
What makes the Ark particularly famous in religious circles is that, it is the holiest object
in all of Judaism, and it is said to represent the tangible presence of God, and not only
that, it is of great antiquity because it dates back to the time of Moses, in the Old
Testament. If the Ark still exists, it would be about 3,500 years old. Some traditions hold
that the Ark was squirreled away in Ethiopia for safe-keeping, as the Babylonians
conquered and sacked Jerusalem around 586 B.C. However, according to the Kebra
Nagast (p. ix; and passim), the Ark was allegedly brought to Ethiopia from Jerusalem,
even earlier than that, by the Jewish travelling companions of Ethiopia’s King Menelik I,
who was the son of the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon, after he had gone to Israel to
pay his father a visit. The Ark was allowed to remain in Ethiopia because by this time,
the country was considered the “New Jerusalem” since many Black Jewish converts
already lived there. Therefore, if it is true that the Ark does reside in Ethiopia, it would
be the most momentous archeological find to date, after the pyramids. Its alleged
existence is so intriguing to both historians and religious people alike, that an entire
Hollywood movie was made in 1981, about a supposed quest to find it, in the Indiana
Jones Trilogy, Raiders of the Lost Ark.

Whatever the case may be concerning the Ark’s existence, many archeologists and
historians are doubtful that it would ever be found (Lovett & Hoffman, 2020), because
some years ago, a team from National Geographic visited Aksum, in order to attempt to
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unravel the mystery, but they were told that no-one but the priests guarding the Ark were
allowed to gaze upon it (Stewart, 2018).

Figure 3.25: A replica of the Jewish Ark of the Covenant, the holiest object
in all of Judaism. The original allegedly currently resides in Ethiopia.
Source: https://www.christiancourier.com/articles/1549-lessons-from-the-arkof-the-covenant
The ancient status of the city of Aksum, both the capital of that empire, and as the alleged
location of the Jewish Ark of the Covenant, gave it a double role as a central place of a
higher order. Aksum played an immense role as the administrative center of a powerful
empire and also as a pilgrimage site (Church of Mary of Seyon). These qualify as a
central goods and services of a higher order with a long and wide range.

Adulis / Massawa / Mitsiwa:
Adulis (Figures 3.7, 3.8, 3.9, & 3.22, above), the ruins of which are now about 25 miles
south of the current port city of Massawa, along the Red Sea, was the ancient port city of
the kingdom of Aksum. This port city is now located in Eritrea, as a result of the
country’s secession from Ethiopia in 1993. And even though Adulis was mentioned in
the 1st century Greek writing, The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, the city’s population
size was not noted in that ancient publication. However, today Massawa (or Mitsiwa),
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the port that took its place, has a current population of 23,100 (World Population Review,
2021). In ancient times, it was a central place of the highest order, from which location,
goods were transferred back and forth along numerous trade routes, between the
continents of Africa, Asia, and even Europe; the port effectively connected Aksum to the
rest of the world (see, Figure 3.26, below).

Figure 3.26: The kingdom of Aksum showing some of its trade routes going
through the Port of Adulis and on to the rest of Africa, Asia and even Europe.
Source: https://www.easterntravelandtour.com/blog/ancient-trade-route-of-ethiopia
Lalibela:
The City of Lalibela in northern Ethiopia (Figure 3.22, above and Figure 3.43, below), is
the site of the 11 rock-hewn churches, commissioned by and named after King Lalibela
(who reigned from 1181 – 1221). Lalibela is located 8000 feet above sea level, and it is
one of the top pilgrimage sites in Ethiopia. This makes the city a central place of higher
order, because like Yeha and Aksum, pilgrimage sites tend to draw people from a
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‘limitless range’. The city’s ancient population size is not available, but it is currently
inhabited by 11,000 persons (World Population Review).

Gondar:
Gondar (or Gonder) is Ethiopia’s “city of castles and palaces” (Figure 3.27, below); it is
located in Northwestern Ethiopia and it is also high up at 7,500 feet (see Figures 3.4, 3.18
& 3.22, above). Gondar was established by Emperor Fasiladas (he reigned from 1632–
67); and the city served as Ethiopia’s capital from 1632 to 1855. The same emperor
erected the first of many grand castle-like palaces found there (Pankhurst & Gérard,
1996). The city also has the remnants of many other castles and palaces constructed by
several succeeding emperors, including King Iyasu II (r. 1730–55).

Figure 3.27: The walls of Gondar Palace, Ethiopia, built by
Emperor Fasiladas in the 1600s.
Source: http://ethiovisit.com/gondar/38/
Gondar currently boasts only a few of the more than 40 churches reputed to have existed
there by the 1700s. However, the city is still an important center of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church. Of particular note is the beautifully decorated Debre Berhan Selassie
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Church (built in the 1600s) which still exists there (Figure 3.28, below). Gondar was a
major Ethiopian metropolis for centuries, and has been, and still is, a center for trade in
grains, oilseeds, and cattle, although the economy of the surrounding area has mainly
been that of subsistence farming. The city’s craftsmen produce textiles, jewelry,
copperware, and leatherwork; its current population is about 207,000 (Gondar, n.d.).
These various functions – administrative / political, religious, and commercial – which
took place for centuries, all served to place the city in the category of a central place of
higher order.

Figure 3.28: The Debre Berhan Selassie Church, in Gondar (top photo).
The intricately decorated interior of the same church (bottom photo).
Sources: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Church_of_Debra_Berhan_
Selassie_01.jpg (top). https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Debre_Birhan_
Selassie_church_Gondar_(5494541547).jpg (bottom)
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Adwa:
Adwa city is the famous site for the battle that took place in 1896 between invading
Italian and Ethiopian forces. Ethiopia won in that particular conflict, which fact has
given Adwa almost mythical status in the minds of Africans. Adwa is built on the slope
of a hill at an elevation of 6500 ft., and was the one-time capital of the Tigray region of
northern Ethiopia (Figure 3.22, above). The city is located in the middle of a rich
agricultural district and has been to this day, a market center for grains, honey, hides, and
coffee for the Tigray people who inhabit the northern region of Ethiopia. The city’s prime
location on the high road from Massawa (the port now located in Eritrea) to the central
part of Ethiopia, made it a meeting-place of merchants from Arabia and the Sudan for the
exchange of foreign merchandise with the products of the country. Also, in close
proximity to the town, on a hill about 2½ miles to the north-west, are the ruins of
Fremona, which was the headquarters for the Portuguese Jesuits who came to Ethiopia in
the 16th and 17th centuries (Figure 3.29, below; and Encyclopædia Britannica, 1911, p.
214).

Figure 3.29: Ruins of the former Jesuit settlement in Fremona, Adwa,
Ethiopia [s.d.]. The photo shows the ruins of a stone building with several
round turrets, one of which is topped by an Ethiopian cross (left).
Source: http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/digital/collection/p15799coll123/id/63027
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Today, the estimated population of the town is about 40,500 (Adwa, n.d.). However, in
pre-colonial times, the major commercial, administrative and religious roles played by
the city, would have qualified it as a central place of higher order.

Harar (or Harar Jugol):
In contrast with Ethiopia’s mostly Christian religious heritage, Harar City is an old
Islamic walled city, situated at 6,000 feet in the south-east of the country (Figures 3.18 &
3.22, above). In fact, it is Ethiopia’s only walled city (Figure 3.30, below). Harar itself
was founded around the 7th century; its walls were constructed between the 13th and 16th
centuries. According to UNESCO (2006) it is said to be the 4th holiest city in Islam (after
Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem); it has 82 mosques, three of which date back to the 10th
century. Harar served as the capital of the Harari Kingdom from 1520 to 1568, then
became an independent emirate in the 1600s. It was integrated into Ethiopia during the
reign of King Menelik II, in 1887. Harar’s current population is estimated at about
99,000 (Harar, n.d).

Figure 3.30: Harar Jugol, the Fortified Historic Town.
Source: Vincent Long; “Our Place”, The World Heritage Collection
whc.unesco.org/en/documents/131507
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Harar is located on the trade route to the Gulf of Aden ports, along the Red Sea, which
were significant to Ethiopia before Eritrea seceded and took over ownership of said ports.
As a result of this prime location, the city became a great commercial center between the
16th and 19th centuries, even issuing its own currency (UNESCO [2006] ). Additionally,
Harar was a famous location for Islamic learning, and was well-known worldwide, for its
book-binding enterprises.

The cultivated area surrounding the city of Harar is famous for its coffee production, and
in pre-colonial times the city was also well-known for its weaving of beautiful baskets
(Figure 3.31, below). According to the staff at the Brooklyn College Archives & Special
Collections (2021), these traditional baskets were especially important for the Harari
people of eastern Ethiopia, because they were part of a dowry set brought during a
wedding ceremony. Today, a traditional Harari set consists of fifteen baskets, each of
them designed for a particular use. The city’s location along a major trade route, in
addition to its world-famous book-binding, commercial and religious (Islamic) activities,
makes Harar one of the top central places (of the highest order) in ancient times.

Figure 3.31: Harari baskets, from an unknown creator, Ethiopia.
Source: Brooklyn College Archives & Special Collections.
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Addis Ababa:
Last but not least, among the famous old cities of Ethiopia is its current capital, Addis
Ababa, which is relatively new compared to Ethiopia’s long history stretching through
millennia. The city was founded by Queen (later Empress) Taytu, in 1887 (Figure 3.32,
below), while Menelik II was still the king of Shewa region (before he became Emperor
of all Ethiopia in 1889). The monarch began his reign in pre-colonial times as king of the
semi-autonomous Shewa Kingdom (see Ethiopia Regions, in Figure 3.18, above), from
1855 to 1856 and then again from 1865 to 1889.

Figure 3.32: Emperor Menelik II in Coronation robes (left photo). He reigned as
King of Shewa (formerly an autonomous kingdom within the Ethiopian Empire)
from 1855 to 1856; and then again from 1865 to 1889, and finally as Emperor of all
Ethiopia from 1889 until his death, in 1913. Empress Taytu Betul (right photo),
was the wife of Menelik II, and previously Queen of Shewa. She later became
Empress of Ethiopia from 1889-1913.
Sources: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shewa (left photo).
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taytu_Betul#/media/File:Taicron.gif (right photo).
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The gap in his reign occurred because his kingdom was forcibly incorporated into
Ethiopia by a previous Ethiopian Emperor, Tewodros II, who reigned from 1855-1868,
but Menelik was able to regain the kingdom of Shewa after some years. While Menelik
II was the king of Shewa, his capital was previously the city of Entoto. The capital of
Shewa was moved to Addis Ababa when the new city was created in 1887.

When Menelik II then became Emperor of all Ethiopia in 1889, Shewa was incorporated
into the country for the final time, and Addis Ababa became the capital of the whole
Empire. Before Menelik II, various emperors used “wandering capitals”, and so before
his reign, Ethiopia did not have a “set” capital for too long (Horvath,1969). Empress
Taytu chose the site, and named it. Addis Ababa means, “new flower” in the Amharic
language (“Addis Ababa”, 2021). The city is situated on the lower slopes of the Entoto
mountain range (Figures 3.4 & 3.22, above), and is currently about 203 square miles,
with a population of 4 million. However, earlier in its history, in the 19th century
(specifically in 1889), the city had a population of about 15,000 permanent residents,
according to Palen (1974).

Emperor Menelik built his great palace in the new capital city, including a great banquet
hall, where up to 20,000 people were entertained each day, in multiple sittings (Figure
3.33, below). The palace complex was almost one square mile in size and contained
many administrative buildings in addition to the great banquet hall. Needless to say,
according to historians, the palace complex was a site of great daily activity (Pankhurst &
Gérard, 1996; also, Figure 3.34, below).
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Another important area of interest in Addis Ababa was its great market which drew both
domestic and international merchants (Figure 3.35, below). The market, also called
Merkato (derived from the Italian for the word), was said to be one of the largest in
Africa. It sold various goods, including, coffee, cattle, grain, gold, ivory, and also blocks
of rock salt, transported from the Afar / Danakil Depression located in the far northeast of
the country. Manufactured goods, which included textiles and guns, imported from
Europe, India and the United States, were traded there (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996).

Figure 3.33: The large Banquet Hall in Addis Ababa, built by Emperor Menelik II
in the palace complex, 1880s. Note the large crowds.
Sources: https://ethiopianfood.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/gebr21.jpg (left photo).
Also, Pankhurst & Gérard (1996, p. 99; photo on right).

Also of note in Addis Ababa is the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, St. George Cathedral
(Figure 3.36, below). This is an impressive octagonal building that was completed in
1911, during the last years of the reign of Menelik II (he passed away in 1913). The
church is mentioned here because it was built on the ruins of an older church from the
15th century. The building was constructed to commemorate Ethiopia’s first defeat of
the Italians at Adwa in 1896. The cathedral is dedicated to St. George, the Patron Saint of
Ethiopia. The site includes a museum, consisting of an imperial throne on display, and
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weaponry used in the wars against the Italians, including curved swords and tridents and
giant helmets made from the manes of lions.

Figure 3.34: The Imperial Palace of Menelik II, also called The Great Ghebi,
in Addis Ababa (built in the 19th century). Photos showing various parts of the
palace complex. Again, note the large crowds in the top photo, showing the
hustle and bustle of that era.
Sources: Pankhurst & Gérard (1996, p.98; top photo).
https://face2faceafrica.com/article/ethiopia-to-make-emperor-meneliks-palace-atourist-site (bottom photo).
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Figure 3.35: The Old Market (“Merkato”), in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, in 1905.
It was said, that Merkato was one of the largest market places in Africa. It
covered several square miles and employed an estimated 13,000 people in 7,100
various businesses. Note the large crowds.
Source: Public Domain.
https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/564005553331159654/
In addition, according to Wade (2019) the museum houses perhaps the best collection of
ecclesiastical paraphernalia in the country outside St. Mary of Zion, in Aksum. Other
items include beautiful crowns, crosses, prayer sticks, holy scrolls, and ceremonial
umbrellas.

The highly important administrative, commercial and religious functions carried out by
Addis Ababa make it one of the central places of highest order.
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Figure 3.36: St. George Cathedral, Addis Ababa. Photo taken in the 1930s.
Note the crowds, possibly of parishioners, either arriving or dispersing.
Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/463518986641098484/
These various religious edifices and major landmarks all over Ethiopia are testaments to
the long-held beliefs, and long-standing relationship that various monarchs in Ethiopia
had with Christianity, a relationship that went back almost two millennia (or three
millennia, if one includes Judaism). As Geographers, we are very much interested, when
those beliefs eventually show up, as numerous imposing Cathedrals, constructed on the
cultural landscape.
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The Introduction of Judaism
As noted previously, the Old Testament Book of 1st Kings, Chapter 10 records that the
Queen of Sheba / Ethiopia visited King Solomon of Israel. The passage states that,
“When the queen of Sheba heard about the fame of Solomon…she came to test [him]
with hard questions…she came to Solomon and talked with him about all that she had on
her mind. [He] answered all her questions; nothing was too hard for the king to explain
to her” (1st Kings chapter 10, verses 1-3 [abbreviated], NIV *).
Evidently, the said Queen was quite a scholar, as shown by the questions she had “on her
mind”. These questions that must have bothered her to the point that she felt she had to
take such an expensive (and in those days, dangerous) international trip to have them
answered. Therefore, it is my opinion that her sole purpose for visiting Solomon (who
was then regarded as the “wisest man on earth” [1st Kings 10, verse 6] ), was a purely
intellectual quest. Based on historical accounts and archeological records, the time frame
for her visit is placed at about 945 B.C. (Meyers, 1993; Taylor & Taylor, 2021).
The narrative in the Book of 1st Kings chapter 10 further mentions that:
“when the queen of Sheba saw all the wisdom of Solomon and the palace he had
built…and the burnt offerings he made at the temple of the LORD, she was overwhelmed.
She said to the king, ‘The report I heard in my own country about your achievements and
your wisdom is true. But I did not believe these things until I came and saw with my own
eyes. Indeed, not even half was told me; in wisdom and wealth you have far exceeded the
report I heard. How happy your people must be! How happy your officials, who
continually stand before you and hear your wisdom! Praise be to the LORD your God,
who has delighted in you and placed you on the throne of Israel. Because of the LORD’s
eternal love for Israel, he has made you king to maintain justice and righteousness’ ”(1st
Kings chapter 10, verses 4-9, emphasis mine).
Based on the above passage, it appears that the Queen of Sheba was so impressed with
what she had found in Israel, that by the end of her visit, she had converted to Judaism.

*

New International Version of the Holy Bible (1984). Published by The Zondervan Corporation.
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In those days, ethnic (or indigenous) religions mostly prevailed around the world (as
opposed to universalizing religions that now appeal worldwide). And since each country
had its own unique religion and gods, monarchs did not typically “praise foreign gods” as
the Queen did, as that might even appear unpatriotic, since in most cases there was no
“separation of church and state” as we know it today; that is a rather modern concept.
There is another Old Testament passage that corroborates this sentiment, as found in a
statement made by Sennacherib, king of Assyria, to a later Israelite monarch (King
Hezekiah), around 700 B.C., in 2nd Kings chapter 18, verses 32-35,
“…Do not listen to Hezekiah, for he is misleading you when he says, ‘The LORD will
deliver us.’ Has the god of any nation ever delivered his land from the hand of the king of
Assyria?... How then can the LORD deliver Jerusalem from my hand?” (Emphasis mine).
In other words, in those days, countries were politically associated with their gods, as can
be seen from Sennacherib’s reference to “gods and their land”.
Another record of the queen’s conversion to Judaism during her visit to Israel is found in
the Kebra Nagast, which constitutes Ethiopia's National Epic, and it is considered
Ethiopia’s most important writing, as the Old Testament is to the Jews (Ullendorff,
1956). In fact, the Kebra Nagast relates the account of the queen’s visit in much greater
detail than the Old Testament does, and it is also more forthright and explicit in its
narrative.
For example, the trsanslated Ethiopian manuscript reads thus,
“And the Queen said, ‘From this moment I will not worship the sun, but will worship the
Creator of the sun, the God of Israel. And that Tabernacle [place of worship] of the God
of Israel shall be unto me…and unto my seed after me, and unto all my kingdoms that are
under my dominion. And because of this I have found favour…before the God of Israel
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my Creator, Who hath brought me unto thee [Solomon], and hath made me to hear thy
voice…and hath made me to understand thy commandment’ ” (The Kebra Nagast, 1922
Translation by Budge, p. 29).
Also, unlike the Old Testament, the Ethiopian manuscript even gives details as to how
long the queen’s visit to Israel lasted. It goes on further to state that,
“And after she had dwelt [there] six months the Queen wished to return to her own
country, and she sent a message to Solomon, saying, ‘I desire greatly to dwell with thee,
but now, for the sake of all my people, I wish to return to my country. And as for that
which I have heard, may God make it to bear fruit in my heart, and in the hearts of all
those who have heard it with me’ ” (The Kebra Nagast, 1922 Translation by Budge, p.
30).
And so, based on these various ancient writings, one can state that Jewish influence was
introduced into Ethiopia after the Queen’s visit to Israel (Ullendorff, 1956). See example
of Ethiopian Jews in photo, in Figure 3.37, below.

Figure 3.37: Ethiopian Jews holding the Old
Testament. Undated photograph showing the
influence of Judaism on Ethiopia.
Source: The Sherwin Miller Museum of Jewish
Art, Tulsa, OK.
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Such cultural and historical-geographical studies are important because it shows that precolonial African women, and especially female sovereign rulers, were not only involved
in long-distance travel (which showed their large measure of independence), but that they
also had a strong influence in affecting wide-ranging cultural / religious change in their
countries; therefore, contrary to past Western thinking, it does show that women had a
strong voice and were “agents of change” in pre-colonial Africa. The preceding narrative
also gives one a sense that women were literate in Old Ethiopia, and had access to
education, even before Christianity began there.
Caseley-Hayford (2012) corroborates the account of the Queen of Sheba’s visit to Israel
when he mentions additional discoveries in the city of Yeha, Ethiopia (Figure 3.38,
below) of an ancient building, the oldest surviving building in the country, built around
500 B.C. (centuries before the Colosseum in Rome). According to Caseley-Hayford
(2012), some archeologists believe this was a temple for Judaic worship, because of the
presence of an altar, with a pit to the side where blood from animal sacrifices would have
collected, as was done in ancient Israel in Old Testament times. This discovery is of very
high importance because it shows that the account in the Kebra Nagast stating that
Judaism was brought into Ethiopia by the Queen of Sheba after her return from Israel was
indeed a very plausible one.
For many centuries, Ethiopia had the largest concentration of Black Jews anywhere in the
world. They are also known as Falashas (numbering in the hundreds of thousands), and
they have practiced Judaism for 3000 years (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996). However, many
Falashas ended up moving to the nation of Israel over the years because historically,
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Ethiopian monarchs (who later tended to be Christian) encouraged the practice of
Christianity more than Judaism.

Figure 3.38: Map of Ethiopia showing the locations of the ancient cities of
Yeha, Aksum, Lalibela and Gondar in the north of the country. Yeha was
where a possible ancient Ethiopian Jewish temple was discovered.
Source: Redrawn from Casely-Hayford, 2012.
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The Introduction of Christianity
Around A.D. 60 (estimate from Bruce, 1993) which was about a thousand years after the
Queen of Sheba’s visit to Israel, the New Testament Book of Acts, chapter 8 verses 2640, records that an Ethiopian Eunuch on pilgrimage to Jerusalem met a Christian disciple
named Philip, who converted him to Christianity. The passage states,
“Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Go south to the road—the desert road—that
goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’ So he started out, and on his way he met an
Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of the Kandake
(which means “queen of the Ethiopians”). This man [the Ethiopian] had gone to
Jerusalem to worship, and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the Book of
Isaiah the prophet” (Acts chapter 8, verses 26-28).
Why would an Ethiopian official be going as a pilgrim to Jerusalem (the city of the Jews)
all the way from Africa? The answer is, the Ethiopian Eunuch was on pilgrimage to
Jerusalem (as any other Jew would be) because by this time Ethiopia had already been
practicing Judaism for 1000 years. However, as the New Testament record in the Book of
Acts shows, the Ethiopian was converted to Christianity as he was attempting to make his
return trip back home. Again, historical records in Ethiopia show that it was shortly after
the Eunuch’s return to the country that the practice of Christianity began there (Kalipeni,
et al., 2013).

Therefore, in large contrast with the rest of the African continent, where Christianity
came through Europeans and other foreigners, Christianity in Ethiopia was introduced by
an indigenous African, and that is extremely significant. As a result, unlike other parts of
the continent where people were forced to assimilate into the culture of foreign
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missionaries, Christianity in Ethiopia developed its own unique brand, with a very strong
indigenous flavor (Figure 3.39).

Figure 3.39: Ethiopian Orthodox Priests, wearing indigenous clothes,
showing that Christianity in Ethiopia had become part of the country’s
traditional or folk culture.
Source: http://static.guim.co.uk/sysimages/Travel/Pix/pictures /2007/ 02/14/
lalibela2460.jpg

A few centuries after Christianity was first introduced into the country through the
Ethiopian Eunuch, King Ezana of Aksum was personally converted by St. Frumentius of
Syria, who was then living in Ethiopia. Shortly after this, King Ezana declared Ethiopia
an official Christian State (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996). By so doing, Ethiopia became
Africa’s first official Christian country, with this declaration happening almost as soon as
the Roman Empire did so in 312 A.D. (Cross and Livingstone, 2005), but occurring
independently of each other, thereby making Ethiopia one of the very first countries in
the world to be Christianized. This comparison is important because the Roman Empire
is held up as the bastion of Christianity in Western literature (as a result of Christianity
being joined officially with the State in 312 A.D.). What occurred in Ethiopia shows that
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Christianity was thriving quite well in other parts of the non-Western world also,
independently, and without the aid of Europeans.

This conversion to Christianity in an official sense transformed the way in which the
Ethiopian empire was organized. Proof of the King’s conversion is saved for posterity, in
the inscriptions made on the coins shown below. For example, coins that were minted in
pre-Christian times were different from the coins that were minted after King Ezana’s
conversion to Christianity (Figure 3.40). According to Pankhurst & Gérard (1996) and
Woldegaber & Portella (2012), they are the first coins anywhere in the world to bear the
emblem of the cross.

Figure 3.40: King Ezana’s pre-Christian Aksumite coins (left).
Aksumite coins made after King Ezana’s conversion to Christianity (right).
Source: Woldegaber & Portella (2012), p. 17.
In addition to its early embrace of Christianity, the empire of Aksum was well-known for
its construction of giant granite stelae, with the earliest of them dating back to the 1st and
2nd centuries, A.D. (Figure 3.41, below). The stelae are constructed of solid granite, and
they are thought by historians to be the largest pieces of stone ever to come out of a
quarry in the ancient world (Caseley-Hayford, 2012). The tallest stelae stands at more
than 30 meters (almost 100 feet) and weighs about 500 metric tons (over 1 million
pounds!). The Aksumites constructed the stelae to represent continuous traditions, which
take the story of Ethiopia back to the very beginning of Christianity. Essentially, they

106
represented the history of Ethiopia cast in stone (as was done in ancient Egypt or by the
Maya in Central America).

Figure 3.41: Granite Stelae at Aksum, in present-day Ethiopia.
Source: http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/15
Many scholars believe that it was after King Ezana’s conversion that many important
literary works, including the Bible, were either translated into or originally written in
Ge’ez (or Ethiopic), Ethiopia’s ancient traditional writing script (Cross and Livingstone,
2005; Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996; and Ullendorff, 1956). See Figure 3.42, below.
However, scholars like Bekerie (1997) believe that the script was already being used
much earlier than that, more than two thousand years ago (also confirmed by Facts on
File, 1997). And all scholars do agree that Amharic, the present language of Ethiopia,
was later developed from Ge’ez.
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Figure 3.42: A printed portion of the Kebra Nagast (“Glory of Kings”)
manuscript, in the original Ge’ez (Ethiopic) script.
Source: Budge (1922, Plate II – obtained from an original manuscript at the
British Museum).
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The accurate dating of the records contained in many Ethiopian manuscripts has been
problematic because in ancient times, parchment made from animal skins (called birana)
were utilized, and so documents were re-copied quite frequently onto newer mediums to
preserve the contents of the manuscripts, as the parchments started to degrade.
Therefore, some scholars believe that many of the Ge’ez manuscripts and especially their
contents or historical records, are of much older antiquity or origins than many historians
realize, including important literary works like the Kebra Nagast (Ethiopia’s national
epic), which was possibly written about this time (Bekerie, 1997).

The development of Ge’ez helped to establish an indigenous form of Christianity in
Ethiopia, which has endured for centuries. In fact, book making / book binding in the
Harar region of Ethiopia (Figure 3.18, above) was so advanced for so many centuries,
that Ethiopia’s manuscripts were considered among the finest in the world, surpassed
only by Persia (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996).

The Ge’ez writing script therefore led to a society literate in its own language and to the
translation of the Bible into a form regular or everyday people could understand (Bekerie,
1997; Cross & Livingstone, 2005). Further, scholars have noted that Ethiopia had
indigenous church schools, and disciples were trained in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church;
and that both men and women had access to this education (Bekerie, 1997; Davidson,
1986).
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This may have helped Christianity to survive in Ethiopia when many other Christianized
parts of Africa were succumbing to Islam, because having the Bible in the local language
made Christianity become a “part of the culture”, as opposed to being a “foreign
religion”. For example, most of North Africa (Libya, Algeria, Tunisia, etc.) was
Christianized for hundreds of years before Mohammed (the founder of Islam) was even
born, but according to Hildebrandt (1990), Christianity did not survive in North Africa
(other than the small Coptic Church in Egypt) because of in-fighting about doctrine. The
vast majority of Christians were later converted to Islam, because Islam presented a
“unified front”. Again, it is likely that this happened because the Bible was not translated
into the local languages in North Africa, and hence its teachings became inaccessible to
the lay people, and so they were easier to confuse and convert (in comparison to Ethiopia,
where Christianity has endured for two millennia).

In addition to Ethiopia’s contribution to a unique form of liturgy and dress codes, its
Christian monarchs also changed the cultural landscape by constructing myriads of
magnificent churches and traditional cathedrals over many centuries, churches that were
built in the Ethiopian native style. These monuments are considered great contributions to
Christianity. One such example is the church complex that was constructed in Ethiopia’s
region of Lalibela (named after the monarch who built the churches) in the 1200s (Figure
3.43, below). The complex consists of 11 ancient rock-hewn churches which are famous
because they were carved right out of solid volcanic rock from the top to the bottom. In
order to reach the churches in the pits dug below, tunnels were also excavated through the
volcanic material. The carvings, windows, doors, interior columns, rooms, and paintings
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show intricacies that could only be achieved through cultural and architectural genius
(Davidson, 1971).

What is really interesting is that these rock-hewn churches are not museums; each one
holds services every single day and has been in continuous use since the 1200s.
Therefore, Lalibela remains one of Ethiopia’s most visited pilgrimage sites even today,
and is considered by many Ethiopians to be the “New Jerusalem”. According to the
UNESCO official website, Lalibela became a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1978
(http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/18).

Figure 3.43: The Ancient Churches of Lalibela, hewn out of solid volcanic rock,
and constructed in the early 1200s. The images here are that of St. George’s
Church, the most famous of the 11 churches.
Sources: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rock-Hewn_Churches,_Lalibela#/media/
File:Lalibela,_san_giorgio,_esterno_24.jpg (photo on left)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lalibela#/media/File:Bete_Giyorgis_01.jpg (photo on
right)
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However, as a result of the Jewish heritage that existed in Ethiopia for 1000 years before
Christianity was introduced, a mix of Jewish and Indigenous traditions is now currently
found in what is known as the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which is considered Eastern
or Oriental Orthodox Christianity, sometimes erroneously referred to as the Coptic
Church (the Coptic Church is actually located in Egypt, and it is also an ancient
denomination of the Christian faith). This confusion in nomenclature stemmed from the
fact that for centuries, the Abuna or Patriarch of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church was a
Coptic Priest chosen from Egypt; therefore, the relationship between the two churches
was always there. That tradition of importing the Abuna from Egypt ceased in the 1950s,
and now the Patriarchs are fully Ethiopian. And even though the Abuna from Egypt was
the figurative head of the Ethiopian Church for centuries, during that time, the liturgies
and traditions remained staunchly Ethiopian (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996). Ethiopian
Christianity is also termed “Monophysite”, which means a belief that Jesus Christ’s
nature remains altogether divine, and not human, even though he has taken on an earthly
and human body. And so, Monophysitism asserts that the person of Jesus Christ has only
one divine nature, rather than the two natures, divine and human, that was established by
various representatives of Churches worldwide, at the Council of Chalcedon (Turkey) in
451 A.D. (Monophysite, 2021).

Rather than destroying or getting rid of their previous Jewish beliefs, Ethiopians simply
incorporated it into the new Christian religion. In effect, the Ethiopian Orthodox beliefs
were built on top of the previous Judaic substratum (Ullendorff, 1956). For instance,
Ullendorff (1956) describes how Ethiopian Orthodox priests would wear flat table-like
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headdresses representing the Jewish Ark of the Covenant (Figure 3.44 below). In
Ancient Israel, the Ark of the Covenant was a wooden box overlain in pure gold that
Moses had kept the 10 commandments in (mentioned in the Old Testament Book of
Exodus, chapter 25, verses 10-22 (see Figure 3.25, above). Also, the Sabbath Day was
strictly observed by Ethiopian Christians, so was male circumcision and Old Testament
rules with regards to diet (for example, the prohibition on pork) – all Jewish hallmarks of
faith. In addition, Ethiopians always built their churches in the same way traditional
Jewish synagogues were built – on the highest location available in any city or town, and
so churches were usually built on hill-tops (Ullendorff, 1956; and Figure 3.45, below).

Figure 3.44: Ethiopian Orthodox Priests, with flat headdresses
(Tabot) which represents the Jewish Ark of the Covenant.
Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=47894915
As a result of this strong Judaic flavor, and also because of the Ethiopian Church’s belief
in Monophysitism, when the first Jesuit priests from Europe finally made it to the shores
of Ethiopia in the 1550s, many Roman Catholics refused to recognize Ethiopians as ‘true
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Christians’, and actively sought to convert them to Catholicism (Pankhurst & Gérard,
1996; Ullendorff, 1956), even though Ethiopians were the “guardians” of the Christian
Faith long before many countries in Europe ever were. In fact, for many centuries, the
Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches considered the Ethiopian branch
heretical (Stefon, 2021).

Figure 3.45: The Church of Maryam (St Mary) in Addis Ababa, built
on a hilltop in the manner of old synagogues (photo c. 1915).
Source: Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996, p. 95.
However, by the mid-20th century, increasingly frequent talks eventually resulted in
historic joint declarations by the three branches of Christianity stating that the schism or
rift that had occurred at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D. was largely based on a
grave misunderstanding, and that many of the points of dispute had been resolved, and
that the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches now regarded the Oriental
churches (including the Ethiopian Orthodox Church) as confessing Christians in full
standing (Stefon, 2021).
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Nevertheless, before this rift was resolved, Catholic Jesuits (for example, Pero Paes) had
been able to successfully convert Ethiopian Emperors like Susenyos I (r. 1606-1632),
whom some referred to as Susenyos the Catholic. This put him directly in conflict with
society at large. One notable personage that the emperor had conflict with was an
Ethiopian woman who later became Saint Walatta Petros (1592-1642), and whose story
was written in a 17th century African manuscript, in original Ge’ez (Ethiopic), 30 years
after her death (it is entitled, The life and Struggles of Our Mother Walatta Petros
[1672]. Original manuscript translated by Belcher & Kleiner, 2015). See her images in
Figures 3.46 and 3.47, below. Her life’s story is confirmed by the official Royal
Chronicles in Ethiopia, and by Jesuit missionaries who were visiting during that time.
Saint Walatta exemplifies the great role pre-colonial Ethiopian women played in religion,
in addition to politics.

Saint Walatta became an Ethiopian Orthodox nun at age 25, and she is famous for
withstanding persecution from King Susenyos, who had tried to forcibly convert
Ethiopians to his Catholic beliefs. Saint Walatta became an object of the king’s ire,
because she was a believer in the Traditional Ethiopian Orthodox Church and she hated
the Roman Catholic faith which the King had converted to. Eventually, when his son,
Fasiladas (r. 1632-1667) took over, he became her patron. Saint Walatta’s religious
movement became so successful after her death that King Yohannes (r. 1667-1682)
consulted the leaders of her movement concerning the suitability of the new Abuna or
Patriarch of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church that he was considering to appoint. Today,
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she is still revered by many Ethiopians (male and female), some who even believe she is
capable of miracles (Belcher & Kleiner, 2015).

Figure 3.46: Black Female Saint in Ethiopia: Saint Walatta Petros (1592-1642).
The images are published pages from the original manuscript.
Source: The Life and Struggles of Our Mother Walatta Petros: A 17th century African
biography of an Ethiopian woman (“Gadla” or hagiography of Walatta Petros, by
Gälawdewos, 1672). Translated and edited by Belcher & Kleiner (2015), pp. 322 & 325.
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Figure 3.47: Manuscript drawings showing that even though Saint
Walatta was the celebrated leader of a large religious movement, she
was humble and did not mind manual labor. In top panel, she is
shown grinding grain at a mill and in the bottom image she is
carrying a pot of water on her back, typical chores of everyday precolonial Ethiopian women, as was depicted previously on page 67 of
this dissertation (See Figure 3.16, above).
Source: The Life and Struggles of Our Mother Walatta Petros: A 17th
century African biography of an Ethiopian woman (“Gadla” or
hagiography of Walatta Petros, by Gälawdewos, 1672). Translated and
edited by Belcher & Kleiner (2015), p. 117.
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Ethiopian Contributions to European Scholarship during the Renaissance
During the period of the Renaissance (the period between the 1300s and 1600s),
knowledge about Africa was extremely poor in Europe, as Europe was just emerging out
of the Dark Ages. Actually, contributions to the European knowledge of Africa via
embassy representatives and envoys from Africa started from about the 1100s, but
increased around the 1300s, whereby African kingdoms, royal women, dress, language,
fauna, flora, physical landscapes and the general knowledge of the continent were
described to Europeans by visiting Ethiopians and other Africans (Lowe, 2005 and 2007).

Lowe (2007) describes a humorous episode that took place in the Venetian court (a citystate) in 1402, when Ethiopian ambassadors / envoys gave the Doge and Signoria a gift of
an animal hide / skin (among other gifts) that Europeans had never seen. The skin was
described in Italian records as that of a “multi-colored ass”, and the Italian ruler and his
courtiers were highly impressed and quite taken aback by it. As it turns out, Italians had
never seen a Zebra (or its hide) until that time.

In another instance, in 1441, an Ethiopian delegation living in Jerusalem travelled to the
Council of Florence, Italy, on the invitation of Pope Eugene IV (Lowe, 2007; and
Woldegaber & Portella, 2012). The Pope had heard about the Ethiopian Church, and
wanted the Catholic Church to have a closer relationship with Ethiopia. While in Italy,
the Ethiopians made contributions to European map-making by annotating and making
corrections to the existing classical Ptolemic maps, which at that time in Europe were the
standard maps being used (Shillington, 2012; and Woldegaber & Portella, 2012). As one
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can see from Figure 3.48, below, many parts of Africa (especially below North Africa)
were at the time labeled as “unknown territory” by Europeans.

The Ethiopian delegates helped to fill in existing countries and kingdoms on the map
(since many Ethiopians had been engaged in international / long distance travel since
ancient times, as evidenced by the Queen of Sheba and the Ethiopian Eunuch), and
generally enlightened the Europeans about what Africa was like. Also, the correct routes
to Ethiopia and many parts of Africa (from Europe) were established by the Ethiopian
delegates in Florence. In hindsight, it was perhaps a big mistake on the part of the
Africans. Of course, the Ethiopians were just trying to be helpful and add to world
knowledge – they didn’t think it would be their continent’s future undoing, as the maps
would later be used to gain access into Africa by future colonizing Europeans. The
delegation’s visit to Italy was so momentous that it was commemorated on the wooden
doors of the Vatican, where it remains until this day (Figure 3.49, below).

Figure 3.48: Ptolemic Map, used in Europe during the Renaissance.
Source: Shillington (2012), p. 73.
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Figure 3.49: “The Departure of the Coptic and Ethiopian Delegates
from the Council of Florence”, detail of panel from the central door
of St. Peter’s Basilica, Citta del Vaticano, bronze, completed in 1445.
Source: from Lowe (2007, p. 111).
In addition to Ethiopians travelling to Europe, the centuries-old Ethiopian scholarship,
through its indigenous manuscripts (in traditional Ge’ez writing script), greatly
influenced European scholarship during the Renaissance because it prompted the
development of the first printing press in Ge’ez script in Europe, in 1513 (Figure 3.50,
below). A Ge’ez Psalter was published in Italy during this time, as a result of the large
Ethiopian presence and influence in Rome (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996).

Also, Francisco Alvares (in the 1500s) published an extensive volume of memoirs based
on his travels in Ethiopia and the knowledge he gained from local people. This increased
knowledge about Africa in Europe. In addition, in the 1500s, Ethiopians like Juan Latino
contributed to the literature on race at the University of Granada, in Spain, where he was
a department head. Juan Latino was born in Ethiopia, but sold as a slave to Spain and
later freed (Fra-Molinero, 2005).
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Figure 3.50: Ge’ez in modern print.
Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/452330356296557048/
Jesuits visiting Ethiopia got to see many things others could not and they produced
informative annual reports of their activities, which furthered knowledge about Africa in
Europe. For instance, Pero Paes, making use of Ethiopian royal chronicles in Ge’ez
(which were then unknown in Europe), published in the 1600s a very credible history of
the country that he and his colleagues had failed to convert to Catholicism (Pankhurst &
Gérard, 1996).

Hiob Ludolf, a German, learned Ge’ez from Ethiopians living in Europe, and published
the first Amharic dictionary and grammar in 1698 (six volumes in all). His works were
so important and made such an enduring influence on European scholarship, that he has
been called the Founder of Ethiopian Studies in Europe. And finally, James Bruce, a
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Scottish traveler, brought back to Europe a copy of the Old Testament Book of Enoch,
then unknown outside of Ethiopia. The Book was presented to the library of King Louis
XV of France. It opened up a new era of Scriptural Studies, and revealed Ethiopia’s long
important position in the Judaeo-Christian world (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996).

Postscript: Ethiopia’s Resistance to Colonization
History shows that making Christianity an ingrained part of Ethiopian culture ultimately
led to the survival of Ethiopia itself, by relatively protecting it from the encroachment of
Islam and other foreign powers – including European colonization at the Berlin
Conference in 1884, the Battle of Adwa in 1896, and the Fascist Invasion in 1935. With
regard to the Berlin Conference, when African countries / kingdoms were being
colonized by Europeans in 1884, Ethiopia (then also called Abyssinia) was the only
indigenous African country left alone. I say “indigenous” because Liberia was also not
colonized, but as can be gathered from its name, that country was founded / settled by
freed American slaves, and it was the presence of the U.S. at the Berlin Conference that
saved Liberia (as the U.S. considers itself, the “Mother Country” of Liberia). But
Ethiopians were free Africans, and were not the descendants of slaves. The fact that
Ethiopia had been practicing Christianity for about 2000 years saved the country (in more
ways than one), because one of the excuses that was used by Europeans for colonizing
Africa was that they were colonizing the continent in order to “show Africans the light”
(of Christianity) since they believed that Africans lived in the “darkness” of heathenism
(Yeboah, 2010). With Ethiopia, that excuse did not work, because as already established,
Ethiopians “saw the light” before most Europeans even did.
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If the country had been colonized after all at the Berlin Conference, in spite of its
Christian heritage, it would have been too obvious that it was being taken merely for its
resources (as it turned out for the rest of the African continent). And so, the colonial map
of Africa shows a “hole” where Ethiopia (then Abyssinia) is located, meaning that they
were never colonized, and Africans in general are extremely proud of that fact (Figure
3.51, below).

Figure 3.51: Colonization in Africa as of 1914, showing Ethiopia (Abyssinia) as
Independent. Source: Pulsipher & Pulsipher (2011).

Another instance where Ethiopia’s Christian heritage made a difference was when Italy
tried to force a protectorate on Ethiopia in 1896, and it led to war with the country,
famously known as the Battle of Adwa. Thankfully, as a result of Ethiopia’s unified
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front, Emperor Menelik II (Figure 3.32, above), with the aid of his wife, Empress Taytu,
together with his people, were able to fend off the Italian aggression and they won that
war. More than 4,600 Italians lost their lives (Woldegaber & Portella, 2012).

To reiterate the importance of Ethiopian women in politics, it would be good to note that
during the Battle of Adwa (1896) Empress Taytu (Figure 3.32, above) personally took
command of the Ethiopian army against the Italians, commanding a battalion of 5,000
soldiers (Woldegaber & Portella, 2012). And throughout the king’s reign, she personally
and regularly challenged and advised her husband. Historians have estimated that 20,000
to 30,000 women participated in the campaign of Adwa, a significant portion serving as
soldiers, strategists, advisors, translators and intelligence officers (Aleghen, 2007).

Crushing the Italian army at Adwa kept Ethiopia safe for a few more decades until
Mussolini decided in 1935 that Italy had to go back and take the country. The impression
one gets is that many Europeans were galled at the very idea that there was an indigenous
country left free in Africa when all other countries were colonized. Woldegaber &
Portella (2012) actually confirm this when they state that,
“…under the dictatorship of Benito Mussolini, Italy invaded Ethiopia, as it was singled
out as the only land not colonized by the Europeans and as such, represented an affront to
the white universal supremacy. How could an independent state exist in Africa when the
entire continent was under European domination? The existence of an independent
Ethiopia was an insult to Fascist Italy and its idealization of a violent military, as the
open wounds of the Battle of Adwa had not yet been healed” (p. 326).
Unfortunately, these repeated incursions by Europeans distracted Ethiopia from its goal
of modernization, because much of the funds needed to develop the country were then redirected into buying ammunition and used in financing wars (Pankhurst & Gérard, 1996).
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As a Historical Geographer (and an African) there is a fair amount of disappointment that
one experiences when reading such historical information, because judging from
Ethiopia’s exemplary heritage, the country would have been one of the prized centers of
modern world development in Africa if they had been truly left alone to follow their own
course (there is reason to believe that also goes for the rest of the African continent). The
world community stood by and watched while Ethiopia was being taken over in 1935,
even though the country had joined the League of Nations in 1923 (through the foresight
and efforts of then Emperor, Haile Selassie). Even though Emperor Haile Selassie lost
his power for a few years during the period of Fascist domination, Ethiopia’s longstanding reputation as a center of African civilization helped him to secure his country
after pleading back and forth with the world community while in exile, until 1941
(Woldegaber & Portella, 2012). In other words, in spite of the Fascist domination,
Ethiopians eventually got their country back, because of their strong heritage and
identity.
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CHAPTER 4: The Spatial Organization and Function of the Pre-Colonial
Empire of Mali, and the Influence of Islam.

Introduction
Mali is a country in modern West Africa, located approximately 17.5° N and 3.9° W
(Figure 4.1). This research focuses on the spatial organization of pre-colonial Mali,
mainly as the country was before the coming of Europeans (Figure 4.5, below).

Figure 4.1: Regional Map showing the location of
present-day Mali.
Source: CIA.gov.
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The Physical Geography of Mali
Mali today is bounded by Algeria to the north, on the east by Niger and Burkina Faso, to
the south by Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea, and on the west by Senegal and Mauritania
(Figure 4.1, above, and Mali, n.d.). According to the CIA Factbook, depending on the
location within the country, Mali’s terrain varies from mostly flat to rolling. And so, the
two main relief features that can be observed on the landscape of Mali are plateaus and
plains, which are crossed by a few rivers, the most important being the Niger (Figure 4.3,
below). The northern plains located in the Sahara are covered by sand, while the country
has savanna grasslands in south, and rugged hills in northeast, which tend to be localized
and discontinuous. Mount Hombori Tondo (Figure 4.2), located in the center of the
country, is a plateau or Tableland, and is the highest point in Mali (3789 feet), while the
lowest point is the Senegal River (75 feet) (CIA.gov; Mali, n.d.).

Figure 4.2: Mount Hombori Tondo, the highest peak in Mali.
Source: http://www.hombori.org/english/home/index.html
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Figure 4.3: Physical Map of Mali showing the main rivers (especially the
Niger) and the location of Mt. Hombori Tondo, in the middle of the country.
Source: https://jaredbowen.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/mali1.jpg
Mali has three climatic zones: the Sudanic (tropical savanna), the Sahelian (semi-arid),
and the desert (arid) zones (Figure 4.4, below). Sudanic climate occurs in about one-third
of the country, from the southern border to about latitude 15° N. Here, annual rainfall is
about 20 to 55 inches and the temperature averages between 75 to 86 °F. The Sahel (the
area bordering the Sahara) receives between 8 and 20 inches of rain per annum, with
average temperatures between 73 and 97 °F. In the desert (Sahara), rainfall is below 8
inches per year, and day-time temperatures range from 117 to about 140 °F, while night
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temperatures range between 39 to 41 °F (Mali, n.d.). This precipitous drop in night-time
temperatures, is a unique characteristic of desert climates, where diurnal ranges
(differences between high and low temperatures per day) have been known to reach up to
100 degrees in the Sahara (McKnight & Hess, 2017).

Figure 4.4: The climate regions of Mali (based on the Köppen system of
classification).
Source: https://blog.climatelist.com/malis-2-climate-zones-7ea727367a49
In addition, the Mali two distinct seasons, dry and wet. During the dry season, which
lasts from November to June, the weather is hot, with low humidity, because the country
is influenced by the alize and harmattan winds. The first part of the dry season is not so
intense, when the alize blows from the northeast between November to January with
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temperatures averaging 77 °F. But then from March to June, the harmattan winds take
over, and this is an extremely dry, hot, and thirsty wind blowing from the east, out of the
Sahara, sweeping soils into dusty whirlwinds and is accompanied by daytime
temperatures of about 104 to 113 °F. Finally, during the rainy season, between June and
October, the monsoon winds blow from the southwest. This brings relatively lower
temperatures, especially in August, when most of the rainfall occurs (Mali, n.d.).

Even though most narratives that describe Mali’s physical geography tends to focus on
the present-day country, contemporary medieval and even ancient Arabs who travelled
through West Africa have described similar landscapes. Of particular note is the work of
Al-Khuwārizmī, who in A.D. 846 calculated the longitudes and latitudes of various cities
in West Africa, especially when the area that became Mali was still ruled by the Ghana
Empire. And while his information may not have been as accurate as what we have
today, it was still an impressive geographical effort for that time period. Al-Khuwārizmī
also described the climate of the region, and the locations and characteristics of various
rivers, lakes, mountains and other landscapes (Al- Khuwārizmī [written in 846-847
A.D.], Corpus of Early Arabic Sources for West African History, 1981, pp. 5-10).

The Empire of Mali at its height (around the reign of Mansa Musa in the 1300s) covered
an area of about 500,000 square miles (Hempstone, 2007; and Figures 4.5 & 4.6, below).
According to the New World Encyclopedia (2018), the empire stretched from the shores
of the Atlantic Ocean (in the West) to Niamey in modern day Niger (on the eastern side);
during this period, only the Mongol Empire was larger. Al-Umari, one of the medieval
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Arabs who studied Mali also mentioned that, “this kingdom lies to…the extreme West
and adjoins the Atlantic Ocean” (Al-Umari [written in 1337-1338], Corpus of Early
Arabic Sources for West African History, 1981, p. 261).

This shows that Old Mali was not the landlocked country that present-day Mali is (Figure
4.1); Old Mali had direct access to the Atlantic coast and to ports (Davidson, 1998; Udo,
1978), and, in fact, frequently conducted trade with Morocco, not only via the overland
desert route, but also via ocean faring vessels (Gomez, 2018). Some historians have even
stated that there is now evidence that some emperors in Mali commissioned ships to
discover the world, and that some of their ships may have even made it as far as the
Americas (Blaut, 1993; Van Sertima, 1976). The present-day landlocked version of Mali
was created by Europeans at the Berlin Conference in 1884.

Figure 4.5: Map of West Africa showing the successive overlapping territories of
the Ghana, Mali and Songhai Empires. The map shows (in green) the
approximate extent of the boundaries of Mali, at its height (under Mansa Musa),
in the 1300s.
Source: https://africa.si.edu/exhibits/resources/mali/index.htm (Smithsonian Museum)
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The Political Organization of Space and the Influence of Islam
in the Empire of Mali
The Empire of Mali began as a centralized state because it grew out of the demise of the
old Ghana Empire (Figure 4.5, above), around 1235 A.D. (Sapong, 2016). The first
recognized Emperor of Mali was Sundiata (1190-1255 A.D.), who defeated Sumanguru,
the king of Sosso in 1235 (Niane, 1965). Sosso was a remnant of the old Ghana Empire.
After Sundiata rose a rather illustrious list of monarchs, including the very famous Mansa
Musa (who ruled from 1312 – 1337; Figure 4.6), and who was world-renowned for his
exorbitant wealth (Davidson, 1964; Lost Libraries, BBC, 2009; and Wisniewski, 1992).
In fact, he is considered by historians as “the richest man who ever lived” (Mohamud,
2019 and Morgan, 2018). In the Mali Empire, “Mansa” was a title equivalent to
“Emperor” (Davidson, 1998; Niani, 1965).

Figure 4.6: Detail of Catalan map showing African king,
Mansa Musa of Mali (ca. 1375).
Source: UNL Libraries; Africa -- Maps (Architecture Visual
Resources Collection) http://0-contentdm.unl.edu.
library.unl.edu/fullres/Maps/Maps2\39945603_07.jpg
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According to Geographer R.K. Udo in his book, A Comprehensive Geography of West
Africa (1978), the Mandingo people (also called Mandes) of today’s Mali, Ivory Coast
and Senegal are one of the oldest settled groups of agriculturists in West Africa, and it is
their ancestors who are thought to have settled in the region of the inland Niger Delta,
several thousand years before Christ, and who many centuries later established the
ancient empire of Mali. Since Mali from its inception began as a centralized state, there
were monarchs at its helm. Most monarchs in Mali ruled by right of birth (i.e., by
succession), although there were instances where a coup of sorts occurred, and someone
outside of the family lineage took the throne (Saʻdī [1596-1656?], Tarikh al-Sudan).

Mali was considered an empire because the kings / emperors had over time, successively
placed vast areas of land and multiple vassal (and semi-autonomous) states under their
central umbrella, with the emperor being the head of it all. The emperors accomplished
this impressive spatial and political organization by having representatives in each major
city (in addition to the semi-autonomous ruler) who oversaw the Mansa’s interests and
acted as liaison officers. These representatives (called Farmas) also reported directly to
the Mansa (Gomez, 2018). A geographer can conclude from the foregoing description
that Old Mali functioned like a Federal Government: with a centralized government, and
also with lesser jurisdictions having some power or autonomy, which then reported back
to that central authority.
Islam was introduced into the West African region around 900 A.D., based on the earliest
accounts of Arabs who wrote about the region during that time. Of note is the account of
Al-Muhallabi, who described the people as Muslims, especially in the town of
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Awdaghust (located in the former Ghana Empire, which later became Mali; Figure 4.7,
below): “its people are Muslims, who recite the Koran, study Islamic jurisprudence and
possess mosques and oratories” (Al-Muhallabi, as quoted later by another Arab called
Yaqut [in 1224 A.D.], Corpus, 1981, p. 168). This influence of Islam revealed itself on
the cultural landscape of the Empire of Mali by the presence of impressive mosques in
their various pre-colonial cities (Figures 4.13 & 4.15, below). Further, the monarchs of
the empire themselves were influenced by Islam, as exemplified by the famous Hajj
(pilgrimage) that was undertaken by Mansa Musa to Mecca, in 1324.

That being said, it took many centuries for Islam to become widespread among the
general population, who for a long time tended to hold fast onto their traditional beliefs in
gods and goddesses, to the point where kings who had converted to Islam felt the need,
for a long time, to still observe pre-Islamic customs at their courts (Davidson, 1998;
Levtzion & Spaulding, 2003). Al-Bakri, one of the Arabs who lived during the time
when Islam spread to the Ghana Empire (which later became Mali) recorded:
“…[the king] and his descendants after him, as well as his nobles were sincerely attached
to Islam, while the common people of his kingdom remained polytheists. Since then, their
rulers have been given the title of al-musulmani [the Muslim]” (Al-Bakri [recorded in
1068], Corpus, 1981, p. 83).

However, when reading the above narrative, one quickly realizes that Malian monarchs
tended to be only male. This is one of the stark differences between Mali and Ethiopia -only Queen Mothers (the mothers of kings) and occasional regents for underage kings
existed in Mali (Sheldon, 2010). As a result of the influence of Islam in the Empire,
women did not rule as sovereigns in their own right (as their counterparts did in
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Ethiopia). By the time Mali was organized as an empire in the Medieval Era, Islam had
already been in Africa for a few centuries (since about 700 A.D.; in Mali from about 900
A.D.) and because parts of West Africa fell under this Islamic influence, it modified (but
did not erase) women's rights in the empire. Nevertheless, in Mali, women still had a role,
even though more subordinate, and so they were more indirectly powerful. In fact,
“Queen Mother” was actually an official position, in the royal courts of many African
kingdoms (including in Mali), and it did not merely mean “the king’s mother”, and so,
even though she may not have been the reigning monarch, or ruled in her own right, the
position carried a lot of power with it (Oppong, 2010; Sheldon, 2010).

Figure 4.7: The Ancient Kingdom of Ghana, showing pre-colonial cities,
including the City of Awdaghust (located west), where Al-Muhallabi first
recorded seeing Muslim West Africans.
Source: Redrawn from Gomez (2018).
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Therefore, Malian women had a voice, even in Islamic pre-colonial Africa because Islam,
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa was “Africanized” up to a point, in order to meet the
standards of the adopting culture. Native African culture is so ancient and resilient, so
that most introduced cultures usually were not adopted whole, without some significant
modification; and so, what eventually develops is a cultural ‘hybrid’ (Oppong, 2010).

Islam traditionally (and historically) tends to erode the rights of women even in societies
where those rights had previously existed. Pre-colonial African examples of this
phenomenon abound, and some are found in Gomez’s (2018) writings, who explains that
in Mali, even though Islam did not erase traditional religious practices, but rather
tolerated it, the formal [traditional African] political sphere was re-engendered, and it
became an exclusively male-dominated space. He states a prime example, where the
traditional African Epic of Sundiata (the founder of the Mali Empire), which was usually
recounted in the form of songs, has its early focus not on men, but on the experiences and
roles of women, women who are not even Maninka [in ethnicity]. This role of women
disintegrates into that of males, only as the song [and time] progresses.

Also, Gomez (2018) describes a part of the oral Epic, where a woman (called DoKamissa) would routinely transform herself into a deadly rampaging buffalo. According
to him,
“…[Do-Kamissa] may therefore represent a place and time when the relationship
between political power and gender, once fluid, was in the process of becoming a
masculine preserve. Unacceptable to Do-Kamissa, her protest is lethal. In laying waste to
the realm by way of the mystical and magical, women shift to the supernatural as a
compensatory strategy” (p. 71).
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Gomez (2018) also corroborates this historical shift with examples from the nearby
Gambia region (which in ancient times was a neighbor to Mali, prior the empire
extending all the way to the Atlantic Ocean, thus incorporating the Gambia River). He
states for example, that the very first Mansa (ruler / king) of Niumi (in today’s Gambia
region) was a woman (Mansa Mama Andame Jammeh) and that she was followed by
another woman (Mansa Wame). He goes on to state that in fact Niumi boasts of 12
women who held the Mansanya consecutively. He stated that this was not unique, as
kingdoms all along the Gambia claimed female rulers (from the states of Baddibu all the
way to Wuli), and that perhaps, this was characteristic of Mande society before Islam (p.
72).

In comparison to Ethiopia which was a Christian State, the absence of female monarchs
in Mali could be considered due to the influence of Islam on the Empire. Ethiopia had
female monarchs for one thousand years before Christianity began, and this practice
continued for another two thousand years after Christianity was introduced into Ethiopia.
This shows that the traditional rights that Africa gave to women were not brought by
Christianity, but were preserved by Christianity, unlike what happened in Mali, at least as
far as the rights of women to rule under Islam was concerned. Therefore, even though
Islam was ‘Africanized’ in Mali, and women had relative independence (to work outside
of the home and earn their own money), this African influence was not able to completely
dilute Islam’s impact on the society, to allow women as full sovereigns.
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Nevertheless, historian D.T. Niane (1965) in his book, Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali,
mentions that in spite of women’s loss of political power, Mande society held women in
very high regard, because oral tradition states that Sundiata Keita’s (r. 1235-1255 A.D.)
rise and conquests were only made possible because of the spiritual assistance afforded to
him by his mother and sister. His mother, Sogolon Kedjou, is credited with training the
king how to walk, because he had been formerly disabled as a child (Niane, 1965).
Another particular instance of women aiding kings in their rise, was when his sister,
Sogolon Kolokon, with her ‘feminine wiles’, tricked Sumanguru / Sumaoro (the widely
feared sorcerer and former ruler of Sosso – from which Mali derived), into revealing his
magical source of powers, which enabled Sundiata to finally best him in the field of battle
(Niane, 1965, pp. 57-58).

Other examples abound of Malian women who made a significant impact on history.
One spectacular case was that of the powerful Queen Mother, Qasa (or Kassi), Empress
of Mali. She was the mother of Emperor Kassa, and chief wife of Mansa Suleyman, who
reigned from 1341 to 1360. According to the famous traveler, Ibn Battuta [1304-1378]
who had visited Mali during this period and who wrote about the event in 1355, Qasa
(which means “queen”), according to Malian custom had ruled along with her husband,
Mansa Suleyman (which showed that pre-colonial [and Islamic] African women did have
some political and other rights), and both of their names were usually mentioned from the
[mosque] pulpit during sermons, evidently a high honor only accorded to monarchs in
Islamic lands.
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However, her husband became displeased with her, and divorced her in favor of a
commoner and had her imprisoned. This did not go down well with the general public, or
with the noblewomen at court, who refused to recognize her successor, Banju. And so
Qasa was released from confinement. What happened next is the stuff of high intrigue:
not one to take such an insult ‘laying down’, Qasa incited a rebellion, and showed her
displeasure by riding, veiled (which culturally, African women normally did not wear),
every single day with her entourage of men, and of female slaves right up to the front of
the Malian king’s council.

According to Ibn Battuta, this led to empire-wide scandal, which the emperor was then
forced to address. It was then found out from a slave who had been with Qasa that she
had planned the very overthrow of the emperor, in favor of his cousin (Jatil), telling said
cousin that “I and all the army are at your service!”. She was subsequently declared
guilty of treason by the emperor (which carried the death penalty). After this, in fear for
her life, she sought refuge with the Khatib, the leader of the mosque (Ibn Battuta [written
in 1355], in Corpus, 1981, pp. 294-295; also, Sheldon [2010]). This narrative shows that
even in medieval Islamic West Africa, pre-colonial African women wielded enough
power and held enough sway to shake the very foundations of empire. Unfortunately,
unlike in Ethiopia, no human images were allowed in manuscripts, in Islamic Mali;
unlike in Ethiopia, images of these important pre-colonial Malian royal women do not
exist.
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Additional Thoughts About Women’s Rights in Islamic Mali
In spite of some of the limitations that Islam placed on women in Mali, in general,
women still had rights in in the empire that many Islamic women did not have in the
Middle East and parts of North Africa during the same time periods. For example, unlike
women in some North African societies where outright colonization by Arabs had
overthrown much of the indigenous African culture, in Sub-Saharan Africa (where
indigenous culture had mostly survived), women, even Muslim ones, were not expected
to cover their faces, and for the most part could decide whom to marry, and they could
also divorce (Davidson, 1986). Indeed, the covering of a woman’s face is very foreign to
native Africans, and veiling anywhere on the continent is an obvious sign of the extreme
assimilation of Arabic culture (Davidson, 1984). McKissack & McKissack (1994),
further note that Ibn Battuta, who himself was a Muslim and a native Berber (from
Morocco), commented in his medieval historical accounts of Mali, that the women did
not show bashfulness before men, and did not veil themselves; in fact, Muslim visitors to
the Empire (from the Middle East) were often rather perturbed about that fact, as was Ibn
Battuta (pp. 65 and 95).

In addition, women in Mali could be educated, and could serve as Griottes (official oral
history and record keepers) in the palaces of kings, along with men (Griots) (Hale &
Sidikou, 2012). Women in Mali also served as respected mediums and spiritists (Griot’s
account, recorded by Niane, 1965, p. 24).
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In Mali (and the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa), dowry or bride wealth, was (and still is)
paid by the man, and not by the woman (Oppong, 2010; Sheldon, 2016). This was also
the case in Old Ethiopia. The opposite was the case in Europe (Clarke, 1989). That is
the reason why in traditional weddings in the U.S., the bride pays for the wedding – the
European dowry system is still very much in place in a different guise; the woman pays
the man to get married. And typically, in cultures around the world where women pay
men to be married, they have less rights for women, as women are seen as a “burden” in
marriage, instead of as an asset.

According to Clarke (1989), by requiring the man to pay a dowry to his bride in precolonial Africa (including in Mali), it shows that women had respected rights. And
contrary to the thinking in the West, a dowry in Sub-Saharan Africa was not a “sale” of
the bride, but rather, it was a way to validate the legality of the union (Attoh, 2010), and
to show that the groom can take care of his bride. It also showed respect to the bride and
her parents and family. It was a shameful thing indeed, and considered very disgraceful
and disrespectful, for a man to attempt to marry a woman “for free” without a dowry; her
family would never have allowed that to happen in pre-colonial Mali [or Ethiopia], as the
woman would not be able to hold her head up in society, because she would be
considered “cheap” henceforth by everyone who heard about it (Hale & Sidikou, 2012).
This also meant that couples did not elope (as that would mean that the man paid no
dowry); such an act would cause the woman to be eventually disrespected by her spouse
and could lead to abuse.
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In pre-colonial Africa (and specifically in Mali), even women slaves could marry royalty
and thereby become elevated in status. In fact, in the genealogical records of the kings of
Mali and Songhai, there were several queen mothers who were former concubines or
slaves (Timbuktu and the Songhay Empire [1613], p. 182. Original manuscript translated
by Hunwick, 2003).

In pre-colonial Mali, it is important to note that, being born of a slave woman did not
automatically make the children slaves (unlike during slavery in North America). In fact,
all children born to royal men, regardless of the progeny of their mothers, were
considered freeborn (Ta'rikh al Fattash: The Timbuktu Chronicles, 1493-1599, p. 201.
Original manuscript translated by Christopher Wise, 2011). Therefore, in pre-colonial
Africa, and specifically in Mali, even former slaves (or indentured servants) could rise to
become the mothers of kings. And so, traditional slavery in Africa did not involve the
erasure of human rights, as was practiced here in the West.

Military Resources in Mali Empire
The empire of Mali was so powerful that it had a standing army of about 100,000 men
(Taher, 1997). Most of the soldiers were former hunters and blacksmiths (both free and
servile), and Sundiata himself (the founder of the Mali Empire) was considered a Master
Hunter. Some of these smiths were put in charge of other smiths, and a few even rose in
the ranks to become provincial leaders themselves (Gomez, 2018, p. 90). According to
Niane (1965), they carried weapons that consisted of spears and shields (made from
leather), and also wore a modest amount of body armor. Blacksmiths were instrumental
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in forging weapons for the Malian army, especially when the empire was initially
founded.

Some soldiers were also archers (with bows and deadly poisoned arrows). This is
corroborated by Denham (1826), who during his travels in the region, testified to seeing
Arab cavalry being beaten back by African archers who possessed poisoned arrows (this
tradition of archery continued from ancient times). In addition, horses were available in
Old Mali, and the military also consisted of a good-sized cavalry. This is corroborated by
contemporary Arab accounts recorded during the period of the Emperors of Mali. For
example, Al-Umari recorded in the 14th century that out of about 100,000 troops
belonging to Mansa Musa, at least 10,000 of those were cavalry, mounted on horses. AlUmari further noted that the king paid a “high price” for those horses, which were
imported from Arabs (Al-Umari, recorded in 1337-1338, in Corpus of Early Arabic
Sources for West African History, p. 266). Historians note that other kings in the region,
the King of the Jolof for example, whose kingdom was located in present-day Senegal
and Gambia even had as many as 30,000 horses (Law, 1980, p. 31). Many of the horses
were procured through long distance trans-Saharan trade with North African kingdoms
and also from the Middle East.

According to Law (1980), the exact date when the horse was introduced into West Africa
is uncertain, but it was probably at least 1000 years before Christ, as horses and chariots
were well-known in the historical written records of Ancient Egypt, in northern Africa.
Cave paintings in the Sahara, which date back several thousand years old, also depict
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horses and chariots (Davidson, 1986). However, Law (1980) states that in West Africa, it
seems horses were ridden from the very beginning of their introduction, and that there is
little evidence of horse-drawn chariots. He further states that ancient engravings of
horses with riders are known to exist on rocks in the area south of the Niger River bend,
which is now in the modern Republic of Mali.

One very interesting discovery made by Law (1980) is the linguistic one which shows
that there are very few Arabic loan words for “horse” in West Africa, and that most
ethnicities have words for the equine that are wholly unrelated to one another (hence a
large number of unrelated root words). Taking Law’s discovery as the starting point, one
could then surmise that the linguistic diversity in names points to the fact that the horse
was introduced so far back in history that many West African peoples had time to
develop their own unique names for it.

Law (1980) states that even though the horse itself had been introduced into West Africa
(including into Mali) since ancient times, its use for war may have been more recent
(about the 13th or 14th centuries), and coincided especially with the introduction (from
farther north) of new techniques of cavalry warfare, and of stirrups, saddles and new or
larger breeds of horses (unlike the horse itself, the riding equipment seems to have been
introduced later, and do have Arabic root / loan words).
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Law (1980) therefore noted that it is certain that the horse was already well-established
throughout the West African societies that the contemporary Arab visitors of that time
wrote about when they arrived, starting from the 8th century A.D. and onwards.
Therefore, the introduction of the horse in West Africa predates contact with Arabs. He
further notes that by the time the Portuguese arrived much later on the coasts of subSaharan Africa in the second half of 15th century, they found that horses were already
well-established there.

The supply of horses in West Africa (including Mali) was kept constant by trade with the
desert peoples in the northern part of Africa, and Arabs, and with additional supplies
coming from the Portuguese traders (Law, 1980). Horses occasionally seemed to be
more valued even more than humans during this time; in rare instances, as many as 15
humans (slaves) have been known to be given in exchange for one exquisite horse
(Gomez, 2018). Although, Law (1980) does mention that as a result of the expansion of
the trade in gold between the northern part of Africa and the kingdom of the Akan (or
Ashanti, in what is now modern-day Ghana) more horses were introduced and traders
mostly paid for horses with gold, and it was not always an exchange with slaves.

Once it got underway, the slave trade was intensified by raiding parties on horseback.
According to Law (1980), “more generally, mounted troops were regularly employed in
raiding for slaves among politically fragmented people from whom serious concerted
military resistance was not to be expected” (Law, 1980, p. 136). Because of the fear and
effect of poisoned arrows on cavalry riders and their horses, there is evidence that only if
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the infantry attack were successful did the cavalry normally advance to seize captives
from an enemy that other soldiers had already put to flight (Law, 1980, p. 134). On the
other hand, Harris (1982), states the assertion that rather than being important for war (as
a result of the aforementioned vulnerability to archers), horses were probably more useful
in fostering long distance communication between pre-colonial central governments and
their far-flung peripheral provinces, thereby helping to keep the empires together by
virtue of the relatively speedy means of communication afforded by use of the horse.
However, Law (1980) does state that there is evidence of horses being used as cavalry in
pre-colonial West Africa (pp. 11-32), even as early as the 10th century A.D. Also, when
the Moroccans invaded the Songhai Empire in 1591 (the empire that later took over
Mali), they were met by a Songhai cavalry of about 18,000 troops.

Geographical Analysis of Pre-Colonial Cities and their Functions, in Mali
There were many important cities in Old Mali, including the cities of Timbuktu and
Jenne (both walled cities), Niani, Gao, Segou, Sosso, Kita, Dia, Krina, Walata, Taghaza,
Audaghust (Figures 4.8 and 4.9, below); and they served different functions (Figure 4.11,
below). Their pre-colonial populations were difficult to obtain, and so, the various
functions they served were used to deduce their relative importance as central places.
The cities described in the narrative below are those most frequently mentioned by
historians, especially on maps.
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Figure 4.8: Map depicting the early boundaries of the Old Mali Empire (the
maximum extent under Emperor Sundiata), circa 1235 A.D.; also showing some
major pre-colonial cities.
Source: Niane (1965, p. vi).

Further, in order to ascertain if there was any regularity in the spacing of ancient Malian
cities, lines between them were drawn with a ruler, and with the aid of the graphic scale
that accompanied the map, distances were obtained (Figure 4.10, below). Several
attempts were made initially to obtain the various distances from Google maps, but most
of the cities are ancient and some no longer exist, that Google was unable to calculate the
routes between the cities (using road and travel distances). And so, in this particular
instance, the distance calculations used are closer to the theoretical one that was
originally adopted by Walter Christaller in 1933; that is, straight line distances between
cities, as the crow flies. The map used as a base was obtained from an online
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encyclopedia; the same map is also available in the public domain on Wikipedia. The
cities are arranged in the table in Figure 4.11 simply based on their increasing distances
from each other, from the shortest to the longest.

Figure 4.9: Approximate extent of the Empire of Mali at its height
(about 1300 A.D.), shown in light shading. Some major pre-colonial
cities are also shown (including the capital city, Niani), in addition to
some important Trans-Saharan trade routes.
Source: http://mrkash.com/activities/ghanamali.html
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Assuming that the approximate locations of the cities were correctly plotted in the
original map used, based on the mileage numbers between them, there appears to be a
notable degree of regularity between these ancient cities. For example, the distance is
188 miles between the following cities: Timbuktu to Gao, Gao to Tadmekka and Kumbi
Saleh to Awdaghost. Similarly, the distance is 219 miles between Timbuktu to Jenne and
from Awdaghost to Walata. Amazingly, there were four times when cities seemed to
have the same distances between them of 313 miles: Niani to Jenne; Niani to Kumbi
Saleh; Timbuktu to Tadmekka; and Jenne to Walata. Lastly, the distance was 344 miles
between Timbuktu and Kumbi Saleh and between Jenne and Gao.

This all goes to show that pre-colonial Africans were rational in the siting of their cities
and various facilities and activities, and that such planning is not unique to Europeans. A
description of each city listed in the map and table below (Figures 4.10 and 4.11),
follows.

Niani:
The empire was organized with Niani as the capital city (Davidson, 1998; Niane, 1965;
also, Figures 4.9, above & 4.10, below); although for some reason, Arabs like Al-Umari
sometimes called this capital “Byty” (Al-Umari [1337-1338], in Corpus, 1981, p. 261).
Niani is located on the left bank of the Sankarani River (a tributary of the Niger). It was
the former administrative center of Kangaba (a small state subservient to the old Ghana
empire), and was named the capital of the new empire of Mali by its Mandingo (Malinke)
founder, King Sundiata Keita (also, Mari Djata; r. 1230–55).
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Figure 4.10: Distances and spacing between ancient cities in Mali.
Sources: Victoria Alapo (2021) for line drawings / distances between cities.
Map only was obtained (not lines or distances) from:
https://www.worldhistory.org/image/10129/map-of-the-mali-empire-c-1337-ce/
Same map is available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mali_Empire#/media/File:
The_Mali_Empire.jpg
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From: City / Higher Order
Central Place, Function
Kumbi Saleh (trade center)

To: City / Higher Order
Central Place, Function
Walata (trade center)

Miles

Gao (trade center)

188

3

Timbuktu (religious and
academic)
Gao (trade center)

188

4

Kumbi Saleh (trade center)

Tadmekka (trade center and
caravanserai)
Awdaghost (trade center)

5

Timbuktu (religious and
academic)

Jenne (religious and
academic)

219

6

Awdaghost (trade center)

Walata (trade center)

219

7

Jenne (religious and
academic)
Timbuktu (religious and
academic)
Niani (Ancient capital and
trade center)
Niani (Ancient capital and
trade center)
Timbuktu (religious and
academic)
Jenne (religious and
academic)
Timbuktu (religious and
academic)
Jenne (religious and
academic)
Niani (Ancient capital and
trade center)
Walata (trade center)

Kumbi Saleh (trade center)

250

Walata (trade center)

281

Jenne (religious and
academic)
Kumbi Saleh (trade center)

313

Tadmekka (trade center and
caravanserai)
Walata (trade center)

313

Kumbi Saleh (trade center)

344

Gao (trade center)

344

Awdaghost (trade center)

438

Tadmekka (trade center and
caravanserai)

563

1
2

8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

125

188

313

313

Figure: 4.11: List of cities and their Central Place functions. The cities are
arranged by their straight-line order of increasing distances from each other.
Source: Victoria Alapo (2021) for Central Place functions, and mileage
information.
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Niani was the capital of the Muslim Mandingo empire for 300 years; it reached its height
as Mali’s political, commercial, and caravan center (for gold, salt, kola nuts, slaves)
during the reign of Mansa Mūsā (1307–32). And so, these various functions placed the
city solidly into the category of a higher order central place. However, today, Niani has
dwindled to the size of a village, now located in the northeastern part of the country of
Guinea (Niani, n.d.).

Timbuktu:
The most famous of these pre-colonial cities was Timbuktu (Figures 4.9 & 4.10 above,
and Figure 4.12, below), located along the Niger River and renowned as an international
academic center with the world famous Sankore University (and Mosque) located there
(Lost Libraries, BBC, 2009. Also, Figure 4.13, below). All these functions marked the
city as a central place of the highest order, in its heyday. In geographical terms (and
applying Christaller’s theory), since this node drew from a functional area that frequently
included an international audience, this would also have classified it as a service of
limitless range. The consumers of such a high order service must have believed that the
benefits they would receive by travelling to Timbuktu across foreign continents was
worth the cost. In medieval times, religious institutions doubled as academic institutions,
and that is why Sankore University is also a famous mosque. According to Bergman &
Renwick (2008), Timbuktu was founded in 1087. This means the city existed before the
Empire of Mali was organized.
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Figure 4.12: Plan of the Old City of Timbuktu, showing streets and major
buildings, including the famous Sankore Mosque to its north. The Jingereber or
Grand Mosque is to the southwest. These 2 mosques, together with Sidi Yahya
(also, Yaia) Mosque (center of map) comprise the ancient University of
Timbuktu. The ruins of Mansa Musa’s ancient palace are to the west of the map.
Source: Dubois (1896, p. 341).
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According to Felix Dubois, the author of Timbuctoo the Mysterious (1896), who was a
French traveler to Timbuktu in the late 19th century (after Mali was under French
colonization), the city’s houses were well built, and arranged in orderly streets (which
were mostly constructed in pre-colonial times). According to Doug Park, a Yale
University professor (recorded in the BBC documentary entitled, “The Lost Libraries of
Timbuktu”, 2009), during the medieval era Timbuktu was a city of 100,000 persons, and
25 percent of that population was comprised of scholars and their students. What makes
the city’s population more impressive for this time in history is that according to
Professor Park, that was twice the size of London. The entire city of Timbuktu has been
on the UNESCO List of World Heritage Sites since 1988
(https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/119).

Figure 4.13: Sankore Mosque, constructed c. 1327 A.D. (original foundation
c. 988 A.D.). The city of Timbuktu in Mali, was founded in 1087.
Source: http://afrotourism.com/attraction/sankore-mosque/
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Jenne:
The other famous city in pre-colonial Mali was Jenne (also spelled, Djenne), also located
in the Niger river valley (Figures 4.9 & 4.10, above). According to historians,
archeological evidence shows that Jenne is much older than Timbuktu, having been
founded around 250 B.C. It was a sophisticated urban settlement by A.D. 250 (McIntosh,
1999; UK National Archives, 2021), long before the founding of Mali Empire. Figure
4.14, below, shows a map of the city of Jenne, with its pre-colonial walls and streets.
According to Ducoloner (1999), the four major districts shown are the “four strolls” or
routes, normally taken by tourists seeking to visit the ancient city. Those four districts
contain the most important architectural sites and historical locations within the city; the
Grand Mosque or the Great Mosque of Jenne in shown in the middle of the map. This
world-famous mosque, was originally constructed in the 13th century, and re-built in
1907, and is currently the largest adobe building in the whole world (Figure 4.15, below).

Figure 4.14: The “four strolls” (or major districts) in Jenne, Mali, as identified
by Ducoloner (1999, p. 104).
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Figure 4.15: The Great Mosque of Jenne in Mali, the largest Adobe building in
the world. The original mosque on the site was constructed in the 13th century.
Source: Bergman & Renwick (2008, p. 231).

The “Sankore” mentioned on this map (Figure 4.14) does not refer to the Sankore
University previously mentioned in Timbuktu; in Jenne, Sankore is a neighborhood or
district. Jenne’s organization as a city was also unusual, because unlike Timbuktu and
other well-known cities around the world, Jenne was a “city without a citadel”.
Archeological evidence shows that the city, although large and advanced, was not
stratified into upper and lower classes (McIntosh, 1999, p. 19). The evidence shows no
special opulent burials, which were usually reserved for the powerful, and skeletons and
dental records show that everyone was robust and well-fed (including no evidence of
famine-scars on childhood teeth). Therefore, unlike some societies around the world (and
here the Maya were compared), there were no starving lower classes and opulent upper
classes. Moreover, well-made quality pottery (with painted decorations), that are usually
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reserved for the elite in other societies were found scattered widely about all over the
city. Archeologists who are studying Jenne have come to the conclusion after decades of
analysis that even though the city had various specialists (artisans, farmers, blacksmiths,
Koranic school teachers, masons, architects, fishermen, craftsmen, etc), it had no citadels
or palaces (McIntosh, 1999).

Also, unlike Timbuktu which was captured many times by invaders, Jenne was
essentially left alone (at least until the reign of the later Songhai Emperor, Sunni Ali Ber,
in 1468). In fact, historians have noted that the city did not give particular allegiance to
the Emperors of Mali, and as a result, its inhabitants were considered rebels (BrunetJailly, 1999). Gomez (2018) has suggested that when Ibn Battuta finally visited Mali in
the 1300s, even though Jenne was right along his route to the king’s palace, he took a
rather circuitous route around the city, and avoided visiting, since he was considered a
guest of the emperor and did not want to cause any suspicion of being disrespectful to the
emperor by visiting the ‘rebel city’. Jenne has been on the UNESCO List of World
Heritage Sites since 1988 (https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/116/). Because of its worldfamous mosque which doubled as an educational institution of higher learning, the city
qualifies as a central place of higher order.

Tadmekka:
The ruins of Tadmekka (also called Essouk) are located in northeastern Mali (Figure
4.10, above). The town occupied about 125 acres, with the remains of stone structures
that include commercial and residential compounds, caravanserais, mosques, and
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livestock enclosures (Caravans Library, n.d.). According to the Oxford Dictionary, a
caravansary (or caravanserai) was a roadside inn with a central courtyard for travelers in
the desert regions of Asia or North Africa (Figure 4.16, below). These obviously existed
in West Africa, as well. Caravanserais supported the flow of commerce, information and
people across the network of trade (Levtzion & Spaulding, 2003). Here, travelers could
rest and recover from the day's journey. They also typically had space to stable camels
and other animals used in long-distance transport. In addition, historians have found
cemeteries in Tadmekka which had tombstones that bear Arabic inscription. The cliffs
that overlook the town were carved with inscriptions in Arabic and Tifinagh (the written
form of Amazigh or Berber), which proves that the site was occupied as early as the 10th
century (Caravans Library, n.d.). The city’s status as a node with a vast functional area
(in geographical parlance) for the long-distance caravan trade, places it squarely in the
category of a central place of higher order.

Figure 4.16: The Wikala of Sultan al-Ghuri (built between 1504-05), is one
of the best-preserved examples of a caravanserai in Cairo.
Source:
Walata:https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caravanserai#/media/File:Cairo,_
wikala_di_al-ghouri_02.jpg
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Walata (sometimes spelled Oualata) and also known as Biru, is today a small oasis town
located in southeast Mauritania (Figures 4.9 & 4.10, above). But in pre-colonial times,
Walata was important as a caravan city in the 13th and 14th centuries and as the southern
terminus of a trans-Saharan trade route, a role usually played by a central place of higher
order. The location became a World Heritage Site in 1996 (https://whc.unesco.org/en/
list/750/).

Gao:
Gao, also known as Kawkaw, is located in eastern Mali. It is situated on the Niger River
at the southern edge of the Sahara, about 200 miles east-southeast of Timbuktu (Figures
4.9 & 4.10, above). Gao was founded by fishermen in the 7th century, and is one of the
oldest trading centers in West Africa. The city was originally independent, but it was
annexed by the rulers of Mali in 1325. However, the Songhai people who earlier founded
it regained control of the city about 40 years later, and so it was only in Malian hands for
a short time. The city was well-known as a major trans-Saharan trading center for gold,
copper, slaves, and salt, all functions of a central place of higher order. With time, it
became the capital of the Songhai Empire, which took over from Mali.

The city’s importance as a commercial center declined after the Moroccans conquered
Songhai in 1591. Today, Gao has dwindled to 86,000 people. Nevertheless, it still serves
a commercial role as a terminus for large steamers originating upstream from the Malian
towns of Mopti and Koulikoro. A road crossing the Sahara links the town with Algeria,
and other roads connect Gao with Timbuktu and Mopti. Crops like wheat, rice, and

159
sorghum, that were grown in pre-colonial times are still grown using irrigation near the
banks of the Niger (Gao, n.d.).
Awdaghost:
Awdaghost (also spelled, Audaghost) was a former Berber town in the southwest Sahara,
northwest of Timbuktu (Figures 4.7 & 4.10, above), that flourished from the 9th to the
11th centuries. The city no longer exists today, but in its heyday, Awdaghost served as an
important terminus of the medieval trans-Saharan trade route, a long-distance function
recognized as that of a central place of higher order. The town was mainly a center where
North African traders could buy gold from the kings of ancient Ghana. Audaghost was at
first an independent market town and then later a tributary satellite of Ghana. It was
captured from Ghana about 1054–55 by the Ṣanhajah wing of the Muslim Almoravid
movement and declined in importance after that. Its location is not certain, but it probably
occupied the site of what is now Tegdaoust, in Mauritania (Audaghost, n.d.).

Kumbi Saleh:
Kumbi (or Koumbi Saleh), was the last of Ancient Ghana’s capitals. It was a great
trading city that flourished in West Africa from the 9th to the 13th centuries, and so, a
central place of higher order. Kumbi was located about 200 miles north of modern
Bamako in Mali (Figures 4.5, 4.7 & 4.10, above), and at its zenith (before 1240 A.D.), it
was the greatest city in West Africa with a medieval population of more than 15,000. In
geographical terms, it was a dual city of sorts, because within its boundaries there were
two cities; one which was occupied by the king, and the other by Muslim traders, as was
the custom of the early kingdoms of the western Sudan (Kumbi, n.d). A dual city is when
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there are two distinct centers within the same city. Mabogunje (1968) recognized this
phenomenon as a familiar situation in most major African cities, mainly as a result of the
construction of a Colonial / European downtown right next to an existing pre-colonial
one. But in Kumbi Saleh’s case, the duality of centers already existed in pre-colonial
times.

Early Scholarship in Mali
In pre-colonial Africa, there existed, two forms of education: traditional and Islamic.
According to StateUniversity.com (2021), the goal of traditional education was to prepare
young people for adult life. The young learned values from the adults by participating
with them in various ceremonies and rituals, while also learning local history, legends,
geography, poetry, music, and local medical knowledge. This traditional form of
education continued for the most part, even after Islam was introduced into Mali. The
influence of Islam was evident in the pre-colonial educational system, because in addition
to the university at Sankore that taught Islamic Law, there were hundreds of other
Koranic schools for younger people from which to obtain an education, so that the lives
of everyday citizens were permeated with the religion’s teachings. Interestingly, in spite
of the influence of Islam on the Empire, education in pre-colonial Mali was available to
both men and women (Davidson, 1984). In fact, it is said that it was woman of means
who commissioned and paid for the building that housed the Sankore University (Lost
Libraries, BBC, 2009), which shows that in pre-colonial Mali, Islam was to an
appreciable extent, ‘Africanized’. Therefore, being Muslim in Old Mali did not preclude
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women from either working outside of the home, or having their own independent
income (Hale & Sidikou, 2014).

The Islamic form of education became very advanced by the 14th century (Davidson,
1984; Mazrui, 1986), exemplified by indigenous universities like the Sankore, in
Timbuktu. What the University was most famous for, was the writing of indigenous
African manuscripts (Figure 4.17, below), in addition to its excellent scholarship, as
exemplified by the award of degrees in philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, law and
other disciplines.

Figure 4.17: Indigenous African manuscripts in Arabic script, on
various subjects, including Astronomy & Mathematics. Some Malian
manuscripts date from the 12th Century.
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timbuktu_Manuscripts
The two most important manuscripts or chronicles, also known as the Tarikhs, were
written by indigenous Africans from Mali. They include the Ta’rikh al-Fattash (The
Timbuktu Chronicles, 1493-1599) by Al Hajj Maḥmūd Katī ibn Mutawakkil Katī
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Timbuktī (started about 1519); and the Taʼrīkh al-Sūdān (Timbuktu and the Songhay
Empire down to 1613), by ʻAbd al-Raḥmān ibn ʻAbd Allāh Saʻdī (1596-1656?). They
were mostly written in Arabic, and both chronicled the reigns of the Kings of Mali and
Songhai, and also records many aspects of the contemporary life of that time.

There is an account in the Tarikh al-Sudan (pp. 73-74) of an Arab traveler who had met a
black resident of Mali who was more educated than he was. This black resident had been
educated in Fez (Morocco) and the Arab visitor consequently decided to go to Fez also,
in order to educate himself. Historians have noted that Mansa Musa brought back
numerous books to fill libraries in Mali on his return from pilgrimage in Mecca. Not only
that, but he also brought back Arab professors to boost the staff at the university of
Timbuktu, and architects like As-Saheli who built the palace (whose ruins show on
Dubois’ [1896] map in Figure 4.12, above) and another famous mosque, the Jingereber
(or Grand Mosque), in Timbuktu. Figure 4.12 shows the three grandest mosques built
during Mansa Musa’s time: the Sankore Mosque to the north of the city; the Jingereber
(Grand Mosque) to the southwest; and the Sidi Yahya Mosque (center of map); all three
mosques doubled as pre-colonial educational institutions of higher learning, and together,
comprised the ancient University of Timbuktu.

Many other mosques were also constructed, some of which doubled as lesser schools
(Davidson, 1984; Lost Libraries, BBC 2009). However, Dubois (1896) did not seem to
be visually impressed by the architecture of the three erstwhile famous mosques in
Timbuktu, and so he stated that:
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“Unable… to develop the sensuous [visible] arts, Timbuctoo reserved all her strength for
the intellectual, and here her dominion was supreme. The city became the religious,
scientific, and literary centre of the Nigerian * [black] regions.” And quoting a Sudanese †
proverb, Dubois further stated that, ‘Salt comes from the north, gold from the south, and
silver from the country of the white men, but the word of God and the treasures of
wisdom are only to be found in Timbuctoo’ ” (pp. 275-76).
In fact, scholarship in Mali was so far advanced that the foreign professors from Egypt,
the Middle East and Europe, who took exams in order to apply for employment at the
Sankore University, tended to do much poorer than their African counterparts. It was
routinely said that the Arabian scholars who visited Timbuktu were no match for the
indigenous African scholars (Clark, 1992 and Lost Libraries, BBC 2009).

In addition to the use of manuscripts, one other unique feature of Old Mali was the use of
Griots (official record keepers – who used memory only). This was a very important way
by which oral history was recorded. This was because Griots were professional
historians who served a ruler the way modern rulers are served by written constitutions,
and by legal and archival staffs. They recalled what earlier leaders had done, in order to
advise current leaders on how to handle problems. They also served as orators who
relayed the words of the kings to the rest of the population. To show how seriously the
position of Griot or oral record keeper was taken, these men (and sometimes women
[Griottes] ), took sworn oaths to ensure that the accounts that were passed down from
generation to generation were not altered in any way (Niane, 1965).

*

“Niger” is Latin for “black”; therefore “Nigeria” does not refer to the present-day country so
named.
†
Also, “Sudanese” does not refer to the present-day country of Sudan, but rather, to the entire
belt of Sudan Savanna grasslands in West Africa, where Mali was located.
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The Economy of Old Mali in Pre-Colonial Times:
The Empire of Mali was one that flourished on trade, particularly in gold, salt and slaves
(Levtzion, 1973). Levtzion stated that the trans-Saharan trade was one of the factors that
stimulated territorial organization on a larger scale. Historians state that two-thirds of the
world’s gold came from Mali in the medieval era (Lost Libraries, BBC 2009). The gold
was mined from various locations in West Africa, including Ghana and Mali. Previous
work by Levtzion (1973) points to the fact that the main goldfields were located in Bure
and in the Akan Forest, in what is now modern-day Ghana (Figure 4.18, below), and it
was mined and transported into Mali Empire by the local people who lived around those
mines.

Interestingly, Levtzion (1973) stated that the emperors were more interested in having
control over of the trade routes themselves, through which the gold was transported,
rather than on colonizing the goldfields in particular. It is possible that the emperors may
have seen trade routes as more important because having the gold itself would be useless,
unless it could be sold to generate the much-needed wealth that empires used for running
their governments.

Levtzion’s statements are corroborated by the old writings of Ibn al-Dawadari, an Arab
scribe who (in 1335), recorded Egyptian officials who had met a decade earlier with
Mansa Musa (Emperor of “Takrur”; what Egyptians called Mali) in Cairo, on the
Mansa’s way to pilgrimage in Mecca. One such Egyptian official was the qadi Fakhr al-
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Din (who was the inspector of the Army; qadi is a title given to high officials).
According to al-Dawadari, the qadi:
“…asked the king of the Takrur: ‘how is the description of the place where gold
grows…?’ He replied: ‘it is not in that part of our land which belongs to the Muslims, but
in the land which belongs to the Christians of the Takrur. We dispatch [collectors] to
take from them…tribute due to us in this fashion: it consists of small pieces of varying
sizes, some like little rings, some like carob seeds, and the like. The qadi Fakhr al-Din
continued: “I said, ‘why don’t you take this land by conquest?’ He replied: ‘if we conquer
them and take it, is does not put forth anything. We have done this in many ways but seen
nothing there; but when it returns to them it puts forth as usual. This is a most amazing
thing and is perhaps due to an increase in the oppressiveness of the Christians’ ” (Ibn alDawadari [1335], in Corpus, 1981, p. 250).

Figure 4.18: Map of Mali Empire showing the locations of the major goldfields / gold
mines (Bure, Bambuk, Lobi and Akan) from which the empire’s gold was obtained.
Source: Gabriel Moss (2016)
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=49433962
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It must be noted that Christianity did not yet exist in West Africa during this time (there
is no evidence to support it), and so, historians think the use of the word “Christians” by
al-Dawadari, was a criticism of that religion (Gomez, 2018). And I would add that based
on the prevailing Arabian thought of that time, it was probably, pejorative for “infidels”.
Although Christianity had been in North Africa as early as the 1st century A.D., it did not
reach West Africa until the coming of the Portuguese in the 15th century (Quarshie,
2014). And even after the Portuguese, it was very limited to a few coastal areas and
generally absent from the interior of West Africa until well into the 18th century. During
the 14th century when Mansa Musa lived, most West Africans still held traditional
indigenous beliefs, and even though Islam was by now very strongly practiced in the
region, it was still mostly a “religion of the cities” (Davidson, 1998, p. 151).

The previous account by al-Dawadari shows that the peoples who mined the gold were
just outside of the borders of Mali, and were considered “infidels” by the Muslim rulers
of Mali, as they had not yet converted to Islam. Al-Dawadari further stated that when
Mansa Musa was asked why he did not just conquer the lands by force and take the gold,
he replied that kings (including the ones before him) had noticed that gold production
usually dropped in response to oppression, but then went back up, once oppression
stopped. So, the kings learned to collect the gold in the form of tribute instead. This is
very interesting, as it shows how even powerless people can assert some form of power if
they possess a valuable resource that a powerful person wants. Of course, in pre-colonial
times, Africans tended not to “colonize” each other outright, as Arabs did in North
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Africa, and as Europeans later did all over the continent; resources tended to be obtained
through trade or at least in the form of tribute.

Concerning control over trade routes, Al-Bakri, in describing ancient Ghana (where
trans-Saharan trade pre-dated Mali and later became Mali Empire’s blueprint) stated that:
“On every donkey-load of salt when it is brought into the country their king levies one
golden dinar, and two dinars when it is sent out. From a load of copper, the king’s due is
five mithqals *, and from a load of other goods ten mithqals. The best gold found in his
land comes from the town of Ghiyaru, which is eighteen days’ travelling distant from the
king’s town over a country inhabited by tribes of the Sudan whose dwellings are
continuous” (Al-Bakri [recorded in 1068], Corpus, 1981, p. 81).
An analysis of Al-Bakri’s statement shows that not only did the kings control commerce
and trade routes, but that even as far back as 1068, West Africans lived in urban /
nucleated settlements, as evidenced by his statement, “over a country inhabited by tribes
of the Sudan whose dwellings are continuous”. A “continuous settlement” over a large
span of ground that takes 18 days to travel through indicates a large agglomeration of
people and houses. So, when contemporary Arabs of that era described what they saw as
“towns” it was no exaggeration.

Going back to commerce, Levtzion (1973) stated that the “other goods” mentioned by AlBakri were luxurious goods of high value (like copper), which explains why they were
subject to higher taxes. Copper for instance, was imported into Ghana and then later
Mali, from Morocco (Gomez, 2018). Copper was more expensive than salt possibly
because it came from farther away, while salt was readily available in many parts of the
*

A historical unit of weight (or coin) in the Islamic world, usually taken as equivalent to 4.25 grams,
used especially to weigh precious metals (https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/mithqal). Golden dinars and
Mithqals were equivalent and had the same value.
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Sahara (see Figures 4.19 & 4.20, below, for a map of some salt mines and trade routes).
The Taghaza salt mine / town was particularly famous because it contained a vast and
major deposit, according to Levtzion (1973). In pre-colonial times, the salt mine at
Taghaza was so valuable that the later Empire of Songhai and the then sultanate of
Morocco almost fought over it (Gomez, 2018), during the reign of the West African
emperor, Askia Dawd. Levtzion (1973) further explained that some of the salt was
carried to the goldfields all the way down south (see Figure 4.18, above), and was taxed a
second time at twice the original rate when it left, because the value of salt increased
considerably when carried farther south. Some historians have gone so far as to say that
salt in the medieval era, was the ‘white gold’ of the Sahara (Lost Libraries, 2009).

One could surmise from Levtzion’s previous comments, that this increase in the value of
salt as it made its way south, was due to the great distance travelled between the centers
of salt production in the Sahara and the coastal regions. Furthermore, it was an important
resource everyone needed, and desired for nutrition and cooking: and even though gold
metal was invaluable and precious, its downside was that it was inedible, while salt on
the other hand, was edible. In addition, salt was valuable because it was used to preserve
many foods.
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Figure 4.19: Salt Mines located in the middle of the Sahara (west and center;

named Tissheet, Shingarin and Aroan on the map), in West Africa; the city
of Timbuktu is in the Southeast corner of the map.
Source: Northwestern University Archives. Justine Cordwell Collection.
Retrieved, Nov 22, 2019.
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Figure 4.20: Trade routes of the Sahara and the Sudan, c. 1000 to 1500,
some of which went as far as Egypt, on to the Middle East and also Europe.
Major goldfields and salt mines in West Africa are also shown on this map.
Source: Levtzion & Hopkins (1981), p. xxii.
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This is all very interesting, because even though salt to a large extent, is non-perishable,
von Thünen (1826) would have regarded it as a very “bulky” item, and going by his
theory (Figure 2.2, in chapter 2, above) that transportation costs limited the distance that
such items were traded, it generally would not have travelled far on the trans-Saharan
trade routes. But the reverse has been found to be the case in West Africa: the movement
of salt through the deserts, savanna grasslands, and ultimately the forests of Africa is a
quintessential example of a very bulky product that appears not only to have a limitless
range, but also increases in value with distance. Salt was so valuable in medieval West
Africa, that the costs of its transport were probably absorbed in the wide profit margins
that would have accrued to its sellers. And this was also a perfect case of
“complementarity”, as stated by Ullman (1956) and Abler, et al. (1971), where the need
or demand of an item generated its supply, and for all intents and purposes, negated its
costs of transportation. Perhaps this is an exception to von Thünen’s (1826) theory.

Concerning the trade in gold, Al-Bakri stated that kings tended to control how much gold
there was in circulation to keep its value high:
“The [gold] nuggets found in all the mines of his country are reserved for the king, only
this gold dust being left for the people. But for this the people would accumulate gold
until it lost its value. The nuggets may weigh from an ounce to a pound. It is related that
the king owns a nugget as large as a big stone”. (Al-Bakri [1068], in Corpus, 1981, p.81).
Davidson (1998) compared this control of gold circulation to that of a modern-day
diamond cartel, in which the stones are not so rare, but that they are kept out of
circulation to increase the price. The trans-Saharan trade routes (Figure 4.20, above)
were the “highways” by which the camel caravans of the medieval era travelled. This
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trade stretched right across Africa, from West Africa to East and North Africa (including
Morocco and Egypt), and also went as far as the Middle East and Mediterranean Europe
(particularly Spain, which was under African / Moorish Islamic rule at the time).

The long-distance trade networks were mostly a male affair, overseen by the Tuaregs
(Figures 4.21 & 4.22, below) an ethnic group who manned the trade routes, and who
were frequently called the “Lords of the Desert” (Davidson, 1984). However, according
to McKissack & McKissack (1994), it was the women who dominated local trade and the
daily markets (and this is still true all over Sub-Saharan Africa). Women sold goods in
the marketplace (see Figure 4.23, below) and participated actively in city life. And even
Islamic Malian women frequently had their own independent money and finances, and
could travel (Sheldon, 2016) -- such financial independence is considered an important
hallmark of women’s rights, worldwide. In addition, women played vital roles in Malian
society, as farmers, and as the ones who took care of the family.

Figure 4.21: The Tuaregs, also known as the “Lords of the Desert”, with their
camels, near Timbuktu in Mali. In historical times, men like these oversaw and
guarded the Trans-Saharan trade routes that spanned across West and North
Africa, and beyond.
Source: https://kwekudee-tripdownmemorylane.blogspot.com/2014/02/tuareg-peopleafricas-blue-people-of.html
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Figure 4.22: Historical extent of the Tuareg ethnicity.
Source: Redrawn from https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2013/01/15/
geography-in-the-news-al-qaeda-and-tuareg-in-mali/
Levtzion (1973) stated that even though long-distance trade was important to the central
government of the empire, it was only limited to a small number of people, as most
Malians were farmers, fishermen, and cattle breeders. He also stated that the main
ethnicities in Mali (the Malinke, Bambara and Soninke) were farmers who mainly
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cultivated millet, sorghum and fonio (a grain which is indigenous to West Africa). The
farmers, fishermen and cattle breeders lived in proximity to each other and exchanged
their products.

Figure 4.23: Women selling their wares, in the Sikasso region of southern Mali.
Pre-colonial Malian women were integral to the Empire’s local economy.
Source: https://www.howwemadeitinafrica.com/city-on-the-move-sikasso-mali/68170/

Furthermore, Levtzion stated that this diversity of primary products and the large-scale
territorial organization of different geographic regions, stimulated local trade and
broadened the economic base of the empire. For example, rice was grown along the
Gambia River (which was part of the empire at that time), and it was transported into the
hinterland in exchange for iron. Millet and sorghum that were cultivated in the savanna
grasslands were sent to Timbuktu and Walata, and even further north into the desert as far
as the salt mines of Taghaza (Figure 4.20, above).
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According to Levtzion (1973), agriculture in the Sudanic savanna was one of the most
developed in West Africa because of sufficient precipitation, and that further north of the
empire, in the Sahelian region (which borders the Sahara), agriculture was more
rudimentary, as a result of the scarcity and irregularity of rainfall. Despite this, farmers
in both regions still produced a surplus for exchange and taxation. These taxes were
levied by local leaders, and part was sent as tribute to the central government (also, in
Davidson, 1998).

Old Mali also reared plenty of livestock for local consumption, for travel, and as beasts of
burden; goats, sheep, cattle, donkeys, camels, as well as poultry, were common in the
Empire. However, pigs were not common during this period (Gifford-Gonzalez &
Hanotte, 2011), because Mali was an Islamic society, and there is a prohibition against
the consumption of pork in Islam. These food taboos have a way of influencing or rather
curtailing, what economic enterprises and agricultural activities societies participated in.
This is what Sopher (1967) refers to as the “formal negative expression of religion on the
landscape” (p. 35).

In the book, Djenne: An Introduction to the Millennial City, Bah & Brunet-Jailly (1999),
describes that Mali was (and still is) replete with artisans who crafted high quality and
sought-after items such as hand-embroidered robes and clothes (Figure 4.24, below).
There was a long period of apprenticeship to learn the skills, and items could take
upwards of 8 months (or more) to complete and could cost about $1,000 in today’s U.S.
dollars. If one agrees with Sopher’s earlier statement, of the importance of “vigorous
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cultural flows along many routes” (1967, p.16), then such merchandise unique to the
Empire of Mali would have encouraged economic and cultural exchange, which in turn
would have served as one of the catalysts in the spread of the universalizing religion of
Islam to Mali. Other types of economic activities previously described, including gold
mining, and other long-distance trade, would have also been important in this cultural
exchange.

Figure 4.24: A traditionally embroidered “boubou”, from West Africa,
similar to the ones made in Old Mali. Also called “agbada” or “babbanriga”, depending on where it is used within the region.
Source: Museum of Anthropology (MOA), Univ. of British Columbia,
Vancouver, Canada.
https://moa.ubc.ca/2020/06/in-process-decolonizing-moas-african-collectionsdisplays/agbada-babban-riga-boubou-edit/

In describing Mali’s interaction with the outside world, Basil Davidson, in his book, The
African Past (1964) relates in some detail the famous pilgrimage that was taken by
Mansa Musa. Here, he states the narrative recorded by Al Omari (also spelled ‘Umari’ in
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other texts), one of the Arabs who lived in Egypt sometime after Mansa Musa’s
pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324. On his way to Mecca, the said Emperor of Mali, had
passed through Egypt with an entourage of thousands of people. Omari states that:
“This man [the Emperor of Mali] spread upon Cairo the flood of his generosity: there was
no person, officer of the Cairo Court or holder of any office of the Cairo Sultanate who
did not receive a sum of gold from him...So much gold was current in Cairo that it ruined
the value of money…Let me add that gold in Egypt had enjoyed a high rate of exchange
up to the moment of their arrival. The gold mitqal * that year had not fallen below 25
drachmas. But from that day [of their arrival] onward, its value dwindled; the exchange
was ruined, and even now it has not recovered. The mitqal scarcely touches 22
drachmas. That is how it has been for 12 years from that time, because of the great
amounts of gold they brought to Egypt and spent there.”
According to contemporary Arabs like Al-Umari, who lived during that time, and also in
later writings by Ibn Khaldun, the gold (a staggering estimate of about 17 tons!) that was
transported from Mali by Mansa Musa during his trip to Mecca was accumulated over a
period of 10 years in the form of tribute. The Tarikh al-Sudan (written by Al-Saʻdī in
1613) states that Mansa Musa travelled with an entourage of 60,000 people (which
included a large army and slaves). According to Davidson (1998) it is estimated that the
main gold mines at Bure produced about 4 tons per year, and there were other smaller
mining regions as well.

The above research has shown how Mali Empire was spatially organized during the
Medieval Era. This has included a review of its political system, and also socio-cultural
elements like religion and pre-colonial education. In addition, its economy was analyzed.
All these lead to the conclusion that the Empire of Mali was great indeed, at its zenith,
and it also shows clearly, Africa’s pre-colonial affluence.
*

A unit of weight (or coin) in the Islamic world, usually taken as equivalent to 4.25 grams, used
especially to weigh precious metals (https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/mithqal).
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CHAPTER 5: Conclusion
This chapter highlights the most important findings that came out of my research. At the
end, I found that the two Empires that were analyzed had similarities, but were also
different in very distinct ways. Further, this research has demonstrated that pre-colonial
African societies and kingdoms in general (and Ethiopia and Mali, specifically), were
extremely advanced in their spatial organization, socio-culturally, politically, and
economically.

The first thing one notices from the very outset, is that both empires were heavily
imprinted with religion in their cultural landscapes and in their ways of life. In the case
of Old Ethiopia, it was a country where Christianity (and Judaism) was practiced and had
a strong influence for a very long time, in this case, for 2 or 3 millennia, depending on
which religion – first, Judaism, and then Christianity. And because most of the monarchs
of Old Ethiopia adopted those religions personally, and as state religions, those belief
systems had a vast influence, not only in the way society functioned daily (for example,
in the diets allowed and also church schools that encouraged literacy for both sexes), but
it additionally had vast implications for the cultural landscape, in the building of a large
number of state-sanctioned cathedrals over centuries.

Many important indigenous manuscripts were written over a period of millennia in
Ethiopia, mostly featuring religious topics and art, and also history. The writings were in
the indigenous Ge’ez script, which makes Ethiopia one of the few pre-colonial African
societies ever to develop their own form of writing.
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Old Mali on the other hand, had the influence of Islam imprinted all over it: the monarchs
of Mali were early converts to Islam, both during the founding and then the subsequent
administration of the empire. As result, the religion also had lasting imprints on the
cultural landscape. For example, in the construction of large-scale mosques for worship
in major cities of that time, which also doubled as pre-colonial universities, the most
famous of which was the Sankore University. The introduction of Islam in Mali also
fostered widespread literacy (especially religious) through koranic schools, and also in
the use of Arabic script for writing, which was imported from the Middle East, along
with Islam. Mali also possesses about 1 million indigenous manuscripts, written mainly
in Arabic.

Concerning governing or political organization, both Ethiopia and Mali Empires had very
sophisticated, advanced, and well-organized political systems, including an extensive
military. Also, they were both ruled by monarchs and their associated lesser political
ministers. That is where the political similarity ends: women had a more official role in
governing in Old Ethiopia than in Old Mali. Women could be full sovereigns (Queens in
their own right, and not just the wives of kings) in Ethiopia, something that was wholly
absent in Mali. It was noted that the absence of female sovereigns in Mali was very
likely as a result of the curbing influence of Islam on the rights of women in general.
That being said, women still played very important roles when it came to advising
monarchs behind the scenes, and in the case of Qasa, even participated in occasional open
rebellion against an unjust system.
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In both societies, it was noted that women were the agents of trade and that when it came
to local markets, women were dominant, and even had access to their own money,
something that was and is a very rather common phenomenon in traditional African
society in general. In fact, it was noted that African women were generally used to more
freedoms in traditional times (either in society in general or personally, as in the ability to
choose their dress, with no veils), either before Islam was introduced or before European
colonization took place, especially in the case of Mali. Therefore, it was noted especially
in the case of Ethiopia, that Christianity did not in fact “introduce” women’s rights into
the country, but rather “preserved” those rights that had long since already obtained in
traditional Ethiopia.

Many ancient documents discussed in this research do mention female African
sovereigns / rulers, and so it is clear that the erosion of women’s rights in Africa is
consistent with the experience of colonization by foreigners -- first, by Muslim Arabs in
North Africa, and later, continent-wide, by Europeans. This is corroborated by many
scholars (Browder, 1992; Johnston-Anumonwo, 2010; Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994; Oppong,
2010; Oyewunmi, 1993; Rodney, 1972; and Staudt, 1997). It is hoped that this research
has helped to correct the Western-held stereotype that pre-colonial African women were
subordinate, and did not have rights, before Europeans arrived on the continent. Rather,
through various colonizing influences, those traditional and previously held rights were
actually stripped away (either through religious influences or by the loss of political
power).
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Both empires had well-developed economic systems and international trade networks. In
fact, the theme that one notices throughout the narrative is that pre-colonial African
kingdoms (specifically Ethiopia and Mali) were rather wealthy or at least had economic
sufficiency. The large-scale trade in gold in both empires is particularly noticeable. Gold
mining was of paramount importance to both empires, and various monarchs were quite
involved in its export, and even sometimes in the setting of prices, as in the case of Mali.

Salt was also of extreme importance to the economies of both empires, even occasionally
being used as currency / legal tender. However, there was a noticeable difference: while
Ethiopia exported the salt it mined from the Danakil Desert, Mali mostly imported theirs
from the surrounding Sahara areas instead (notably from the Taghaza mines, just outside
the empire’s borders to the north). The research also featured the importance of
agriculture, and depending on the type of crop, both men and women were integral to the
process, in both empires.

Efforts were also made to apply the von Thünen Model postulated by Johann Heinrich
von Thünen (1826) and the Central Place Theory by Walter Christaller (1933) to the
settlement and economic geography of each Empire. Going by the important political,
economic, and socio-religious functions performed by various pre-colonial cities in the
Empires of Ethiopia and Mali, and also using the distances measured between them, the
spatial organization of these pre-colonial cities were studied / analyzed. As noted, it was
found that many of the ancient cities showed a rather interesting patten of regularity in
their spacing (though more so in Mali). This finding leads one to the conclude that
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similarly to what might obtain in the Western societies or cities that Christaller (1933)
studied, Africans, and specifically Ethiopians and Malians, were rational in the spatial
decisions that led to the placement of various important higher order pre-colonial cities.

Additionally, it was found that contrary to the von Thünen Model which postulated that
bulky goods do not travel very far from their origins, traders and merchants using trade
routes that were flung quite far and wide across West Africa (including the trans-Saharan
routes that led through Mali) and East Africa (including Ethiopia), routinely transported
very bulky items like salt and gold all the way to regions that lay thousands of miles from
the original locations that mined those resources (including to Mediterranean Europe,
Asia and the rest of Africa). It was found that when an item / resource has very high
value, its complementarity (the issues of demand being met by a supply) will outweigh
the transport costs incurred to supply it.

This consideration was not limited to the transportation of gold and salt; it was also found
that bulky military items like chain mail, similarly made their way to Ethiopia and the
rest of East Africa from Europe and Asia, as a result of the premium that was placed on
such products during the Medieval Era. Also considered (among other examples) was the
case of the pre-colonial University of Timbuktu, in Mali, which provided a higher order
service (i.e., higher education) which encouraged spatial interactions involving intercontinental travel, as it routinely drew an international patronage. As a result, its travel
range was considered virtually limitless.
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And while there were local goods and services traded within the hinterlands of the
regions studied, like foodstuffs from agriculture and high-quality crafts (e.g., implements,
weapons and tools from blacksmithing, the weaving and embroidery of clothing, etc.), the
discussion in this research has clearly shown that the economies of many African cities
were substantially based on products and services that were involved in long distance
trade and were not solely based on providing goods and services to a surrounding area or
hinterland as envisaged by either von Thünen or Christaller. And so, this finding reveals
potential gaps in the von Thünen and Christaller models, at least as far as Pre-Colonial
Ethiopia and Mali were concerned.

Finally, based on the foregoing research, the conclusion is that Pre-Colonial Africa, and
sub-Saharan Africa particularly, did indeed possess exemplary civilizations and
impressive spatial interactions with other regions, over a span of many centuries. As a
result, this area of research merits even further study, not only by future generations of
Historical Geographers, but also merits additional study by Historians and Archeologists.
Therefore, it is the author’s hope that this research joins the efforts of more recent
academics from various fields of study, to reveal the geographies of pre-colonial African
cultures and to demonstrate that Africans truly had sophisticated` and advanced
civilizations long before the coming of the Europeans. This understanding will help to
build the respect that the rich African heritage truly deserves. It will also enable Africans
themselves to take an increased pride in their own heritage, countering the negative
stereotypes that were offered by racist colonialists and prejudiced academics of the past.
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